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Umayyad Visions: Charting Early Islamic Attitudes Toward Visual Perception
Abstract
The artistic patronage among various elites of the Umayyad Dynasty (661-745 C.E.) inaugurated a period
of thoughtful and conscientious engagement with the sense of sight in all its aspects. This was a time of
active experimentation and innovation in the visual arts which resulted in new thinking regarding the
ontological and subjective status of the viewer, the viewed, and the gaze between them. My dissertation
examines the art and architecture of this era in three parts. The first addresses the modern reception of
this artistic tradition over the course of the 20th century by selecting three events that frame the standard
narrative of the field’s beginnings: a 2012 exhibition, “Byzantium and Islam: Age of Transition,” at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, the publication in 1973 of Oleg Grabar’s The Formation of Islamic Art, and
the 1903/4 installation of the Mshatta façade in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum in Berlin. The second part is
a series of conceptually driven formal analyses of various Umayyad monuments and artworks including
the Dome of the Rock, the Great Mosque of Damascus, the Sana’a Qur’an, and Qusayr ‘Amra. These
accrete into an understanding of how ‘the viewer’ came to be an embodied subject during this period of
artistic creation. The third part examines the various ways in which the relationship between meaning and
form came to be constructed and worked through many of the same visual programs discussed in the
second part. This process of ‘working through’ meaning and form involved the empowerment of images,
a willingness to experiment with them, and to actively play with, undermine, and question the very
premises of sight itself.
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ABSTRACT

UMAYYAD VISIONS; CHARTING EARLY ISLAMIC ATTITUDES TOWARD
VISUAL PERCEPTION
Theodore Van Loan
Renata Holod
The artistic patronage among various elites of the Umayyad Dynasty (661-745
C.E.) inaugurated a period of thoughtful and conscientious engagement with the sense of
sight in all its aspects. This was a time of active experimentation and innovation in the
visual arts which resulted in new thinking regarding the ontological and subjective status
of the viewer, the viewed, and the gaze between them. My dissertation examines the art
and architecture of this era in three parts. The first addresses the modern reception of this
artistic tradition over the course of the 20th century by selecting three events that frame
the standard narrative of the field’s beginnings: a 2012 exhibition, “Byzantium and Islam:
Age of Transition,” at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the publication in 1973 of Oleg
Grabar’s The Formation of Islamic Art, and the 1903/4 installation of the Mshatta façade
in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum in Berlin. The second part is a series of conceptually
driven formal analyses of various Umayyad monuments and artworks including the
Dome of the Rock, the Great Mosque of Damascus, the Sana’a Qur’an, and Qusayr
‘Amra. These accrete into an understanding of how ‘the viewer’ came to be an embodied
subject during this period of artistic creation. The third part examines the various ways in
which the relationship between meaning and form came to be constructed and worked
vi

through many of the same visual programs discussed in the second part. This process of
‘working through’ meaning and form involved the empowerment of images, a
willingness to experiment with them, and to actively play with, undermine, and question
the very premises of sight itself.
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Introduction: Between Experience and Meaning: The Visual Legacy of the
Umayyads
"We pitched out tents and dragged into camp our experiences in varied fields. Private activities, accidental
past professions, unguessed crafts, unsuspected eruditions- all were pooled and went into the building of
something that had, as yet, no written traditions, no exact stylistic requirements nor even formulated
demands."
Sergei Eisenstein, Through Theater to Cinema1
“The armies of ‘Umar and al-Walid had neither artisans nor artists among their ranks; they lacked all
artistic traditions and aesthetic requirements.”
Ernst Herzfeld, “The Genesis of Islamic Art and the Mshatta Problem”2

Among the many medieval sources that tell us why Umayyad Caliph ‘Abd alMalik (r. 685-705 C.E.) commissioned the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, there are two
that stand out. One is an excerpt from a geographical work of the 10th century and the
other is from a 10th or 11th century historical chronicle. The geographer al-Muqaddasi,
himself a Jerusalemite, tells us that the Caliph was motivated to construct the Dome of
the Rock in order to turn the eyes of Muslims away from the Christian monuments of
Jerusalem.3 The historian Sibt b. al-Jawzi, citing earlier sources, tells us that in the midst
of a civil war with the counter-caliph Ibn al-Zubayr, ‘Abd al-Malik desired to divert the

1

Sergei Eisenstein, “Through Theatre to Cinema,” in Film Form: Essays in Film Theory,
ed. and trans. Jay Leyda (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1949), 3.
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Ernst Herzfeld, “The Genesis of Islamic Art and the Mshatta Problem,” Translated by
Fritz Hillenbrand. In Early Islamic Art and Architecture, ed. Jonathan Bloom trans. Fritz
Hillenbrand (Aldershot UK: Ashgate, 2002), 27.
3
For further discussion of al-Muqaddasi in relation to the Dome of the Rock see Oleg
Grabar, The Shape of the Holy: Early Islamic Jerusalem (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1996), 52-55; Nasser Rabbat, “The Meaning of the Umayyad Dome of the Rock,”
Muqarnas 6 (1989): 16; Gülru Necipoğlu, “The Dome of the Rock as Palimpsest: ‘Abd
al-Malik’s Grand Narrative and Sultan Süleyman’s Glosses,” Muqarnas 25 (2008): 2931.
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hajj from Mecca, and built the Dome of the Rock for that purpose.4 These sources have
been taken on by various historians and art historians to explain the motivations behind
the construction and appearance of the Dome of the Rock and its interior visual program.5
Both succeed in producing what appear to be satisfactory explanations for the
construction of a monument that in itself offers little specific evidence of its own
meaning.6 Irrespective of their places in modern historical and art historical discourses,
these are two texts which attest in one fashion or another to the visual legacy of the
Umayyad dynasty and moreover, reflect upon it in ways that I will be taking up in this
dissertation.
Here are the relevant excerpts from al-Jawzi and al-Muqaddasi:

“According to Hisham [ibn Muhammad al-Kalbi], Ibn al-Zubayr used to
deliver a sermon on the days of Mina and ‘Arafa, and when the people
4

A translation and historiographical discussion of the relevant passage in al-Jawzi can be
found in: Amikam Elad, “Why did ‘Abd al-Malik Build the Dome of the Rock? A ReExamination of the Muslim Sources,” in Bayt al-Maqdis: ‘Abd al-Malik’s Jerusalem, eds.
Julian Raby and Jeremy Johns (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 33-58.
5
There are too many studies to list here but the highlights include the above-mentioned
Nasser Rabbat, “The Meaning of the Umayyad Dome of the Rock” and Elad, “Why did
‘Abd al-Malik Build the Dome of the Rock? A Re-Examination of the Muslim Sources”
but also older studies that hold historiographical interest for those in Near Eastern Studies
disciplines such as the S.D. Goitein’s critique of Ignaz Goldziher’s argument regarding
the motivations behind the Dome of the Rock’s construction. See Shelomo Dov Goitein,
“The Historical Background of the Erection of the Dome of the Rock,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 70, no. 2 (April-June 1950): 104-108,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/595539 and Ignaz Goldziher, Muhammedanische Studien
Zweiter Theil (Halle am Saale: Max Niemeyer, 1890): 35-37.
6
Necipoğlu in her article highlights this trait of the Dome of the Rock as a bearer of
many meanings, see in particular the sub-section entitled “The Dome of the Rock as
Nexus of Intertwined Narrative Threads,” Necipoğlu, “The Dome of the Rock as
Palimpsest,” 32-45.
2

were at Mecca. He detested ‘Abd al-Malik and listed the vices of the
Umayyads saying: The Messenger of God cursed al-Hakam [i.e. ‘Abd alMalik’s father] and his descendants. He was driven out by the Messenger
of God and cursed by him.” And most of the Arabs of Syria inclined
towards him [Ibn al-Zubayr], and became his intimate and familiar
associates. This became known to ‘Abd al-Malik, and he therefore
prevented the people from performing the hajj. The people remained in
this situation for a while, [and then] became agitated and raised a clamour.
He therefore built for them the Dome over the Rock and the [Friday]
mosque of al-Aqsa in order to divert their attention from the hajj. They
used to stand by the Rock and circumambulate it as they used to
circumambulate the Ka’ba, and to slaughter [beasts] on the day of the feast
[i.e. ‘Id al-Adha].”7

“Now one day I said, speaking to my father’s brother: “O my uncle, verily
it was not well of the caliph al-Walid to expend so much wealth of the
Muslims on the Mosque of Damascus. Had he expended the same on
making roads, or in caravanserais, or in the restoration of the frontier
fortresses, it would have been more fitting and more excellent of him.”

7

This excerpt, a translation from al-Jawzi’s Mir’āt al-Zamān [Mirror of Time] is from
Amikam Elad, “Why did ‘Abd al-Malik Build the Dome of the Rock? A Re-Examination
of the Muslim Sources,” 34. An Arabic version can be found in the appendix of the same
chapter. See Elad, “Why did ‘Abd al-Malik Build the Dome of the Rock?,” 53. This text
is reproduced in the appendix to this dissertation.
3

But my uncle said to me in answer: “O my little son, you have no
understanding. Verily al-Walid was right and he was prompted to a worthy
work. For he beheld Syria to be a country that had long been occupied by
the Christians, and he noted there the beautiful churches still belonging to
them., so enchantingly fair and so renowned for their splendor, as are the
Qumamah [The Holy Sepulcher], and the churches of Lydda and Edessa.
So he sought to build for the Muslims a mosque that should prevent their
gazing at these and that should be unique and a wonder to the world. And
in this manner is it not evident how the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik, noting the
greatness of the dome of the Qumamah and its magnificence, was moved,
lest it should dazzle the minds of the Muslims, and hence erected above
the Rock the Dome which is seen there?”8

In the first account, the Dome of the Rock is an instrument of political power. The
caliph, upon hearing that pilgrims on hajj to Mecca would have been exposed to the
subversive statements of Ibn al-Zubayr, decided to prevent the populace of greater Syria
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This translated excerpt of al-Muqaddasi’s Ahsan al-Taqasim fi Ma’rifat ul-Aqalim [The
Best Divisions in the Knowledge of the Regions] appears in Grabar, Shape of the Holy,
53. It is adapted from a translation in Guy Le Strange, Palestine Under the Moslems: A
Description of Syria and the holy Land from A.D. 650 to 1500 (London: The Palestine
Exploration Fund, 1890) 117-118. An Arabic edited version of this excerpt can be found
in M.J. De Goeje, ed., Bibliotheca Geographorum Arabicorum: Pars Tertia Descriptio
Imperii Moslemici (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1906) 159 lines 4-11. This text is reproduced in the
appendix to this dissertation.
4

from undertaking the trek.9 As an act of placation, the Dome of the Rock and the Aqsa
Mosque were built to give the faithful a simulacrum of the experience of the hajj. Indeed,
it is circumambulation, the specific phenomenological experience of going around the
Ka’ba that is offered by ‘Abd al-Malik in Jerusalem. No mention is made of attempts to
tie new sacred meaning onto the Dome of the Rock by the caliph. It is as if the replication
of a pure sensory experience was sufficient enough to turn the Syrian Muslims away from
the Ka’ba.
The second excerpt comes from a vastly different context. Here, the geographer,
al-Muqaddasi fashions his explanation as an autobiographical anecdote. The Dome of the
Rock is set up as a conversation piece in a kind of intellectual repartee reminiscent of a
Socratic dialogue. As such, the monument comes under ethical scrutiny, as alMuqaddasi’s uncle justifies the expense of the project to a skeptical nephew. In fact, alMuqaddasi’s skeptical posture might be due to the fact that his paternal grandfather, Abu
Bakr, was an architect said to be responsible for the coastal fortifications of Acre during
the Tulunid period, an eminently practical construction endeavor.10 Ultimately the
determination is made that it, and such other Umayyad works as the Aqsa Mosque and
the Great Mosque of Damascus, were vital expenditures for the caliphal treasury. In their
9

The castigations of Ibn al-Zubayr fit within the context of the second civil war in the
early Islamic period, the circumstances of which are too lengthy to address here. See
Chase Robinson’s biography of ‘Abd al-Malik for a recent interpretation of these events,
particularly Chapter 2, “The Caliphate of ibn al-Zubayr”; Chase Robinson, ‘Abd al-Malik
(Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2005) 31-48; for a more traditional recounting of the
second civil war see chapter 4 in G.R. Hawting, The First Dynasty of Islam: The
Umayyad Caliphate AD 661-750 (London: Routledge, 2000) 46-57.
10
Andre Miquel, “al-Muḳaddasī”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, Edited by:
P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Published
online 2012. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_5451
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role of drawing the gaze of the Muslim public away from the monuments of the
Christians, these monuments of visual splendor were deemed just as vital as public works
or military defenses.
From two very different chronicles, often placed in opposition by modern
historians, comes a shared understanding that the Dome of the Rock was built for the
purposes of visual distraction, with the explicit goal of re-directing the gaze of its
viewers.11 In Muqaddasi’s interpretation, the gaze is fashioned as something malleable
that is drawn towards dazzling forms in a magnetic way. It is as if the hypothetical
viewers he envisions cannot help themselves but look with literally their “hearts
exalted”.12 There is no free will in this kind of vision; it is a gaze that cannot be helped.
At the same time, it is a gaze that is deeply affective, one that elicits wonderment and
desire. This attraction to the Dome of the Rock or the Holy Sepulcher is cast purely in
materialist terms. It is an embodied attraction, one that is fashioned in relation to the
viewer’s dwelling within a world of sensation and physical stimuli. The dome of the Holy
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Regarding the oppositional placement of these texts see again the Goitein critique of
Goldziher discussed in footnote three. The allegations made by Goitein and others, that
the historical traditions referenced by al-Jawzi are retrospective anti-Umayyad
propaganda certainly have historical bearing, especially considering the chronology of
events of the second civil war in relation to the dated foundation inscription of the Dome
of the Rock. Here, however here we are focused upon the visual legacy of the Umayyads
in these various sources, and thus won’t be weighing in on this matter. For a concise
critique of the Ka’ba substitution theory, using visual data, see Sheila Blair, “What is the
Date of the Dome of the Rock?,” in Bayt al-Maqdis: ‘Abd al-Malik’s Jerusalem Part
One, eds. Julian Raby and Jeremy Johns (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 59-85.
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M.J. De Goeje, Bibliotheca Geographorum Arabicorum, 159.
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Sepulcher and other Christian monumental complexes in the city of Jerusalem (and
elsewhere) were to be surpassed precisely on their ability to elicit a visual allure.13
In al-Jawzi’s account, Abd al-Malik had to resort to coercive tactics in order to
prevent the Syrian faithful from traveling on hajj to Mecca. After these tactics of hard
state power failed to solve the problem, the monumental complex on the Haram al-Sharif,
including the Dome of the Rock and the Aqsa Mosque, was constructed to divert their
attention. The method of diversion was not of the materialist kind as seen in alMuqaddasi’s account, but something different. The complex built atop the Haram alSharif was in a certain way representational; its referent, the haram complex at Mecca,
was to be replicated to facilitate analogous physical use. It was not by the lure of gold
that the would-be pilgrims were diverted from the Ka’ba, but by the possibility to enact a
visual and bodily experience as if they were there. This recounting testifies to an art
historical legacy which juxtaposes politically motivated architectural posturing alongside
what amounts to a literal body politic, the interpolating of visual subjects by means of
monumental forms. During this time of civil war, the bodily experience of visual forms, a
kind of aesthetic experience, was conceptually paired with religio-political goals.14
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For a visual, albeit graphically outdated, rendering of “Christian Jerusalem” during the
early Islamic period by Mohammad al-Asad see figures 13 and 14 in: Grabar, Shape of
the Holy, 33.
14
This trend can also be observed with the Ka’ba itself, which underwent a series of
modifications under the auspices of Ibn al-Zubayr, and a ‘restoration’ campaign after
Mecca was retaken by al-Hajjaj ibn-Yusuf on behalf of the Umayyads. A concise
summary of these events can be found in the 9th century historian al-Baladhuri’s Kitab
Futuh al-Buldan (History of the Muslim Conquests). See Ahmad ibn Yahya al-Baladhuri,
Kitab Futuh al-Buldan (Cairo: Shurkah Ṭabaa al-kitab al-Arabiyyah, 1901) 54; and an
English translation of said source Ahmad ibn Yahya al-Baladhuri, The Origins of the
Islamic State, trans. Philip Hitti (New York: Columbia University Press, 1916), 75.
7

What, if anything, can we make of two largely independent historical traditions
that retrospectively speak of an Umayyad visual legacy along similar lines? It is clear that
form is given primacy in their readings. For al-Muqaddasi, it is the perceivable presence
of the Dome of the Rock among the edifices of Jerusalem, and its domination of the cityscape that is worthy of mention. For al-Jawzi, it is the bodily experience of
circumambulation, of interacting with monumental architecture in a spatial and durational
way, which is highlighted as central to the purpose of the building. The Dome of the
Rock, for these authors, is a monument that engages with its viewership in a concrete,
and above all else, sensory way. Al-Muqaddasi and al-Jawzi are not formulating ideas
that might qualify as complex theories of vision or of the body in relation to man-made
form as they would come to be articulated in other intellectual circles of their time.15
Their relation to these topics is on the order of being intuitional and in a certain sense,
pragmatic and descriptive. It would be wrong, however, to think that their ideas bear no
relation at all to the work of philosophers and optic scientists such as Ibn al-Haytham, alKindi, or Hunain ibn Ishaq.16 These texts are all part of a common discourse on visual
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1976) 18-86.
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al-Ibadi, The Book of the Ten Treatises on the Eye, ed. and trans. Max Meyerhof (Cairo:
Government Press, 1928).
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perception, visual experience, and memory that approach the subject from different
perspectives, and with different priorities, and cultural backgrounds.
Things become yet more complex and nuanced when we consider these sources as
ways by which to determine the ‘meaning’ of the Dome of the Rock. It has been argued
by several scholars, that by the time periods of these authors, writing some three to four
centuries later, the original meaning of the monument had been lost.17 It would appear at
first glance that this assessment is correct. For al-Muqaddasi, the Dome of the Rock is a
glittery shell made to dazzle the eyes, that draws the vision of the faithful away from the
Christian monuments not by means of added sacredness, but with gold. Al-Jawzi sees it
in a substitutional relationship to the Ka’ba in Mecca. The only apparent meaning of its
physical form lies in its formal analogy to the aforementioned complex. He makes clear
that none of the sacred meanings possessed by the Ka’ba passed on to the Dome of the
Rock, both in his mind and in the minds of the 8th century users he describes. Why, then,
did these authors not assign or appear at all interested in explaining the meaning of the
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This was noted by Necipoğlu in footnote 4, also Rabbat, “Meaning of the Dome of the
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Dome of the Rock? Furthermore, what significance does this apparent indifference have
for our understanding of the Umayyad visual legacy?
The Dome of the Rock, as a visual artifact, offers them no recourse to help
explain any of its possible referents; in other words for them the monument does not
function as a signifier in the linguistic, or art historical sense.18 The outward form of the
building and the internal program of images and epigraphy rendered in mosaic tesserae
do not lead al-Muqaddasi or al-Jawzi to speculate upon their possible meanings. Forms
that are so tempting for art historians, not to say other medieval authors, to utilize for the
discussion of various concepts, ideologies, and symbolic meaning do nothing for these
two writers. It would be too simple to say that these authors were just uninterested in
such an engagement, for their very motivation of writing about this site appears to have
been to explain why the Caliph Abd al-Malik built the complex. Perhaps meaning for
them lay in purpose and functionality. For the Dome of the Rock, its purpose was not to
express any higher order meanings via visual form, but rather to harness that form and its
physical and visible presence in the perceivable world in order to carry out its stated
function: to compete visually with the Christian monuments of the city or to offer a
simulated hajj experience. These goals could not have been successfully executed or
achieved without the physical and visual presence of the monument. These authors in
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If we think to the models offered to us of the signifier and signified by Ferdinand de
Saussure or iconography and iconology by Erwin Panofsky. See: Ferdinand de Saussure,
Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2011), 65-70; Erwin Panofsky, Meaning in the Visual Arts: Papers in and on Art
History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955) 26-54.
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explaining the purpose of the Dome of the Rock express an understanding of meaning as
being inextricably linked with visual and bodily perception.
What is offered by these texts is an art history of the Umayyad period that links
the experiential phenomena of sight and bodily sensation with the production of meaning.
It is this visual legacy of the Umayyads that was retained over generations, despite the
layers upon layers of additional signification and sacralization that became accreted onto
the Dome of the Rock. In one way the Dome of the Rock was a palimpsest, as Gülru
Necipoğlu argues, but at the same time its elemental form carried forth a meaningful
visual presence distinctive from a textual understanding of the space.19 It is this legacy
that will be the subject of my dissertation.
The body of evidence that is available for such a pursuit consists of a handful of
what could be termed gesamtkunstwerk—total works of art. These spaces include the
aforementioned Dome of the Rock, the Great Mosque of Damascus, the bathhouse of
Qusayr ‘Amra, the palace of Khirbat al-Mafjar, and the Mshatta palace. The Dome of the
Rock and the Great Mosque of Damascus are self-conscious programmatic constructions
with unified visual programs that are intended to unfold before their viewership made up
of a wide worshipping public. The visual programs of Qusayr ‘Amra and Khirbat alMafjar are heterogeneous collections of visual form meant for a private elite audience,
and are of a considerably smaller physical scale than the Dome of the Rock and the Great
Mosque of Damascus. The Mshatta palace is an outlier, in that it was left incomplete at
the time of its abandonment. Its famous entrance façade, only a fragment of what was
19

Necipoğlu, “The Dome of the Rock as Palimpsest,” 17. Also see footnote 8 where
‘palimpsest’ is defined interestingly in textual terms.
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intended to be a much more extensive visual program is the only substantial and wellstudied remnant of this palace. Despite these various differences, they are all spaces of
multimedia display; places that encourage sensory engagement at a variety of scales,
within a range of resonant motions, all oriented in a diverse set of spatial structures, from
the very intimate to the monumental.
The interior of the Dome of the Rock is a space perceived in rotation; by viewers
that circumambulate around the central eponymous rock, but also descend beneath it (see
figs. 3.5 and 2.40). The Great Mosque of Damascus is host to a vast confined urban
courtyard, a courtyard that features mosaic revetment that displays an entire visual world
beyond the monumental confines of the building (see fig. 2.20). The bathhouse of Qusayr
‘Amra is a structure that appears to be made of or constituted by images (see fig. 2.72).
The reception chamber of Khirbat al-Mafjar is a place in which the full potential of
manmade visual form reaches a kind of spectacular and performative upper limit (see fig.
2.60). The outer façade of Mshatta is one of fluctuating figuration composed to be seen in
passing motion (see fig. 2.57).
These are places with complex and nuanced relationships to the production of
meaning, as we shall see in detail with consideration of the Dome of the Rock. Qusayr
‘Amra presents a program of images with a field of meanings so dense, that it has
recently made up a veritable sub-field within the field of Umayyad studies.20 The Dome
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This dissertation was researched and written during the time of the World Monuments
Fund sponsored restoration campaign of the frescos. This restoration has resulted in a
number of significant new discoveries and has sparked a resurgence in new work
following that of Garth Fowden and Claude Vibert-Guigue. For these, see Garth Fowden,
Quṣayr ʻAmra: Art and the Umayyad Elite in Late Antique Syria (Berkeley: University of
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of the Rock and the Great Mosque of Damascus both contain images of almost
insurmountable ambiguity of meaning to the point of scholarly impasse, which in and of
itself is an interesting phenomenon. In Umayyad coin design, visual symbols of similar
ambiguity are sequenced in a chronological progression of logical experimentation that
supposedly terminates in the choice of the written word to carry the burden of
signification. Three coins sum up this process: the first, an anonymous nomisma that has
been altered to remove crucifixes, the second shows the use of a new visual symbolic
practice, and the third with purely epigraphic content (see figs. 3.6-3.10).
Collectively, this body of visual material only represents a fraction of extant
Umayyad building projects, sites, and material culture. I argue that these selected
examples are all capable, in some capacity or another, of addressing visual experience
and visual signification as was understood by Umayyad makers and patrons. Above all
else, they fulfill one simple criterion— they constitute meaningful and critical
components of a larger discourse on visual perception in the early Islamic period. This
discursive space is one that is heterogeneous and includes, as we will come to see, not
only visual material, but also key textual sources that include, but are not restricted to
Qur’anic text, hadith traditions, poetic compositions, and historical narratives. An
examination of this discursive space will result in a new art-historical understanding of
early Islamic visual traditions, and contribute new insights and contexts for the many
scholarly discoveries that have occurred in this field from the late 19th century to present.
California Press, 2003); Claude Vibert-Guigue, Les Peintures de Qusayr ‘Amra: Un Bain
Omeyyade dans la Bâdiya Jordanienne (Amman: Institut Français d'Archéologie du
Proche-Orient, 2007). For new work see Nadia Ali, “The Royal Veil: Early Islamic
Figural Art and the Bilderverbot Reconsidered,” Religion 47, no. 3 (May 2017): 425-444.
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While the Umayyads utilized a repertoire culled from the visual traditions of their various
predecessors, they demonstrated a sense of conceptual adventure, taking visual
perception to experimental places. In doing so, they cultivated a way of making art and
architecture that would address many of the same concerns which would later be taken on
by scientists, philosophers, and aestheticians of later times. This was through and through
a conceptual art.
This study consists of three chapters, the first of which examines how the current
methodological frameworks for the study of Umayyad art and architecture came to be,
and the second two chapters are my response to these frameworks. By dividing the
dissertation into these two parts, I wish to show how my own approaches to the art and
architecture of the Umayyad period stand in contrast to those taken over the course of the
20th century. By structuring my project in this way, I am able to emancipate my own
interpretive strategies from those that came before. As will be seen in this first part of my
study, the way that scholarship on this period has been produced is heavily accretional
with later work building upon the interpretive frameworks of prior studies. In the second
part, I actively attempt to avoid this outcome. My dissertation is also one that is not a
data-driven study, in that none of the material I am considering represents new additions
to the Umayyad visual corpus; all of it is already well studied. Developing new critical
frameworks in which to place this material is the primary goal of my project.
This first chapter, “Exhibiting, Conceptualizing, and Staging Umayyad Art and
Architecture,” is made up of long-form reviews of three foundational events in the
modern study of early Islamic art in reverse chronological order: the 2012 exhibition,
14

“Byzantium and Islam: Age of Tradition,” at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the
publication in 1973 of The Formation of Islamic Art by Oleg Grabar and the 1903/4
installation of the Mshatta Façade in the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum in Berlin. Each of
these events are significant moments in the historiography of the field, which affix and
coalesce a variety of issues and methodological concerns to the visual remains of the
Umayyad period. The selection of three quite different events is entirely intentional and
not arbitrary. An exhibition, a publication, and a major artifact installation each offer a
view of the Umayyad period through different prisms of engagement. Within these
different prisms, I focus on the tenacious character of several interpretive frameworks as
they reappear across the 20th century. I also emphasize several historiographical junctures
where critical discourses terminate, and highlight where I pick them up in the
dissertation. In particular, the moment when the Mshatta façade became installed as a
museum object, its experiential dimension becomes secondary to its stylistic and
iconographic attributes.
The second chapter, “Space, Motion, Spectacle, and the Experience of Umayyad
Architecture,” considers vision as a bodily and subjective sensation that facilitates
affective relationships between viewers and their built environment. It examines what the
built remains and other visual remnants of the period can tell us of how the experiential
aspect of sight was conceptualized. This includes any aspect of visual perception that is
not related to the apprehension of meaning by the viewer. Sight is examined in its
elemental aspect by considering its interaction with the physicality of the perceivable
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world. The art and architecture of the Umayyad period showed a particular concern with
this relationship, and this chapter discusses several of these cases in great depth.
It begins by considering some remarkable Umayyad representations of built
space, representations which inculcate their audience into viewing subjects. The section
engages two main examples: the three-part frontispiece of the Sana’a Qur’an and the
visual program of the courtyard of the Great Mosque of Damascus. In showing various
ways to render visible space each example is commenting upon how space was perceived
by its audience. I argue that these renderings conceptually engage with the relationship
between the viewer, their visual perception and built space.
The second part introduces motion as an additional conceptual variable in the
investigation of visual perception. Umayyad-era makers utilized an understanding of the
kinetics of viewers in order to produce programmatic spaces that would interact not with
a stationary individual, but one in motion. This section considers two monumental spaces
along these terms, the interior of the Dome of the Rock and the Mshatta Facade. I begin
with the Mshatta façade, one of the subjects of the first chapter, where conceiving the
façade as perceived in motion enables an entirely new reading of the visual composition,
one that deconstructs one of the classic tropes of Islamic art: the dichotomy between the
figural and the aniconic. Then I consider the Dome of the Rock that has a visual program
which specifically caters to viewers engaging with its artistic content while in motion.
This program and its idiosyncrasies disclose themselves by means of this viewermotion. Likewise, the Mshatta façade, albeit in an entirely different way, also engages in
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the play between motion and sight, taking advantage of this interaction to advance
particular aspects of its visual program further.
The chapter ends by examining two spaces: the bathhouse reception hall at
Khirbat al-Mafjar and the bathhouse reception hall of Qusayr ‘Amra. The Khirbat alMafjar reception hall is a space of multimedia display that contained fresco paintings,
three dimensional figural sculpture, and mosaic floor compositions. The fresco images at
Qusayr ‘Amra are among the most extensive of any preserved from the Late Antique
period. Together, these spaces are evidence of significant cultural (and financial)
investment in visual experience. These are spaces in which visual form is seemingly
given no limits; it is free to explore all possibilities of its working repertoire. In modern
parlance, we would consider these to be visual spectacles. In this section, the term
‘spectacle’ is contextually examined in order to develop a conceptual understanding of
what it might have meant in the Umayyad period. In many ways, this part is the
culmination of the analysis within the previous two sections, bringing together the
different aspects of visual experience to consider the problem as a whole in these two
visually extreme spaces.
The third chapter, “Meaning and Form in Umayyad Images,” considers visual
perception as a means by which to convey meaning. In other words, it examines how
Umayyad cultural actors conceptualized visual signification. The production of meaning
through images and epigraphy during the Umayyad period has never been something
conceptualized in a general way, with the identification of underlying structural patterns
that would transcend individual cases. This chapter attempts to do just that by taking
17

examples that have long been subject to interpretation on an individual basis and putting
them into comparison, while also considering the question from a broader methodological
context. In other words, the chapter asks how a given visual form expresses meaning,
rather than what a given form necessarily means.
The first section addresses the topic of signifying agency as it was related to
visual forms. It asks what were the ways in which images were granted the power to
signify meaning, and in what form that power took. It begins with an analysis of an early
text on the history of pre-Islamic idols, the Kitab al-Asnam (The Book of Idols), datable
to the late 8th or early 9th century C.E.. It articulates the various powers of communication
that these visual objects possessed. These powers were diverse and included basic
linguistic communication in the form of divination or fortune telling, but they also gave
their names to family lineages, another form of signification. These idols took many
visual forms, from simple rocks to figural sculpture. The idols taking the form of figural
sculptures did not carry particularly different semiotic powers from those that were nonfigural. The close reading of this text is then put into conversation with select visual
material from the Umayyad period including the aforementioned mosaics of the Great
Mosque of Damascus and aspects of the Dome of the Rock’s visual program. Seeing
these very well studied spaces through this conceptual lens brings us closer to
understanding the mechanics behind their systems of signification, and how these
mechanics would have impacted the viewer.
The second part of the chapter examines a particularly instructive sequence of
images and texts that appear on the faces of coins minted in the early Islamic period. This
18

highly original and experimental phase in coin design was one in which designers were
actively investigating ways in which to express political and religious ideologies by
visual and textual means. As a medium of visual communication that was both extremely
widespread across the vast geographical expanse of the Umayyad Caliphate and one that
was issued from a centralized authority, coinage is a special case of image-making, one
highly germane to the topic of this chapter. Thus, the section offers a conceptual analysis
focusing on the various ways in which the numismatic record speaks to issues of visual
semiotics that ordinarily are only examined in relation to art and architectural traditions.
These include: the interplay between text and image, the ambiguity of visual meaning,
the impact of frequent design changes on the coin user’s reception, among other
concerns.
The chapter concludes with a consideration of the relationship between meaning
and materiality, specifically with regard to ‘textile-images,’ representations of textiles,
which feature heavily within Umayyad art. These images raise many important
conceptual questions regarding what effect material and medium have upon meaning as it
is disseminated to the viewer. By examining the underlying mechanics of how meaning
operates with a selection of images from Qusyar ‘Amra, Khirbat al-Mafjar, and the
Mshatta façade, it will be shown that the effort to supplement these images with added
representational value, meaning was to become abstracted from its physical dependency,
and become able to exist within meta-physical space. The fact that textiles at this time
were signifiers of political authority gives this approach even greater applicability.
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Overall, the dissertation will show that the Umayyad period was a time of artistic
innovation and experimentation that went far deeper than simply re-fashioning various
preceding late antique visual traditions. This visual heritage enabled the Umayyad makers
and patrons an opportunity to think through many vision-related conceptual concerns in
ways that much prior work on the field has not fully addressed. As there are no literary
texts contemporary with these structures, the methodologies used in this project rely
upon, for the most part, the visual remains themselves in order to chart this conceptual
history of vision. The eventual goal of the dissertation is to open up new ways to study
the art and architecture of the Umayyad period, and to expand the ways its foundational
status for the field at large is crafted, both relative to the Late Antique Period and the
subsequent phases of Islamic art and architecture.
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Chapter One: Exhibiting, Conceptualizing, and Staging Umayyad Art and
Architecture
It would be a Prachtkunst (art of splendor) which became a Kunstindustrie, and its understanding and
appreciation need only the viewer’s own free sensuousness, his fascination with forms for their own sake,
without message or objective.
-Oleg Grabar, “An Art of the Object”21
Well, then, the works themselves stand and hang in collections and exhibitions. But are they here in
themselves as the works they themselves are, or are they not rather here as objects of the art industry?
-Martin Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art”22

This chapter is made up of long-form reviews of three foundational events in the
field of the study of early Islamic art: the 2012 exhibition, “Byzantium and Islam: Age of
Tradition,” at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the publication in 1973 of The Formation
of Islamic Art by Oleg Grabar, and the 1904 installation of the Mshatta Façade in the
Kaiser Friedrich Museum in Berlin. Each of these events are significant moments in the
historiography of the field, which affix and coalesce a variety of issues and
methodological concerns to the visual remains of the Umayyad period. The selection of
three quite different events is entirely intentional; an exhibition, a publication, and a
major artifact installation. Each offers a view of Umayyad art and architecture through
different prisms of engagement. It is important to note that two of the three events, the
exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum and the Mshatta installation at the Kaiser
Friedrich Museum, extract Umayyad visual remains from their original contexts and
place them into non-neutral museological discourses and visual settings. Moreover, as
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Oleg Grabar, “An Art of the Object,” Artforum 14, no. 7 (March 1976): 37.
Martin Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter (New York:
Harper Perennial, 1971), 39.
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exhibitions of a certain sort, they offer the visual and public or ‘popular’ articulation of
underlying conceptual paradigms developed in scholarly practice.
This selection attests to the diversity of contributions to this area of study, but
also demonstrates that despite this diversity, there are shared narratives and
methodological approaches that remain remarkably tenacious over the course of the
twentieth and early twenty-first century. In order to convey this tenacity, I found it
important to select moments that were very different from each other both in terms of the
forms they took, but also in the material they engaged. While there are certainly some
overlaps in terms of selected material from the Umayyad visual corpus, each focuses
upon different aspects of the visual production of the period. The three reviews
historically contextualize each event and present the scholarly apparatuses, critiques, and
implications behind them. In turn, this tactic sets the stage for my own interventions and
critical reconceptualization of the field in the subsequent chapters. Primarily it does this
by highlighting several thematic concerns, some of which carry over into my analysis and
others that are intentionally not discussed. These include the division of the visual arts
into the courtly and the religious, the antonymic concepts of continuity and change
specifically related to the periodization of the Late Antique, a linguistic model for
understanding artistic form and meaning, and concepts of authorship, makers, patrons,
and artists. It will come to be understood that these thematic concerns are of great
importance to the writings and commentary surrounding the three events chronicled in
this chapter, but are not necessarily at the forefront of my arguments proffered in the
subsequent two chapters.
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The division of the arts of the early Islamic period into the courtly and the
religious is particularly a feature of the first two events discussed, the exhibition at the
Metropolitan Museum and the publication of Grabar’s Formation. Both in the exhibition
catalogue and in the museum installation, this division is something of an organizing
principle. In Grabar’s Formation, it plays an essential role in his overall thesis regarding
the period, in particular he connects this issue with the following concern with continuity
and change in the Late Antique period: the courtly is said to be continuous and the
‘change’ occurs in the realm of the religious arts. Moreover, when the various examples
of post-Grabar scholarship are examined, yet another division becomes evident within the
category of the courtly arts. There are those that involve various leisure activities, the
hunt, and eroticism, and there are those that involve overt political fashioning, i.e. the
various images of standing Caliphs, enthroned rulers, and so-forth. These two ‘registers’
of the courtly are of course imperfect, and there is some overlap, in particular scenes of
the hunt. However, all of these distinctions prove to resonate throughout much of the
work that will be considered in the first section.
The discourse of continuity and change is one that seems to have become a
leitmotif in the study of the Late Antique and early Islamic periods within all academic
disciplines, not just within the history of art. Within each of the sections below this dyad
is pervasive and is addressed within the distinctive methodological and thematic
approaches of the given events. Speaking broadly, the question of continuity and change
is presented as one that is obligatory to address, even when it is perhaps unnecessary or is
only mentioned .
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The use of a linguistic model for understanding the meaning of artistic form and
content is a product of the twin legacy of Alois Riegl and Erwin Panofsky among
scholars of early Islamic art history. Obviously the formal analysis of Riegl was
developed in close relation to the circle of scholars conceptualizing the Late Antique
period in the early 20th century that will be discussed in the last section of this chapter as
it relates to the installation of the Mshatta façade. This is important, as the Mshatta
façade entered art historical discourse at the time of its very formation following the work
of the so-called Vienna School. The idea that the formal characteristics of a given object
are stages of a kind of evolutionary development over time is an essential concept to
those conceptualizing the transitions taking place amidst the early Islamic conquest.
However, what is picked up by these scholars is an understanding of form as having a
diagnostic value, and an emblematic status as a marker of a given visual tradition.
Panofsky’s impact is felt at a later moment, in the post-war period and continues
to the present day. His understanding of iconographic meaning of visual forms as a
linguistic structure that is subject to cultural conventions, is one that, despite its original
formulation in the context of Renaissance art, is employed by many art historians
working within the Early Islamic period.23 The idea that a given visual form is tied to a
given meaning, supplied by visual precedents and various literary sources, is one that we
will see employed again and again. It is also worth noting that some have used linguistic
23

For a formulation of iconographic meaning as seen by Panofsky, see Erwin Panofsky,
“Iconography and Iconology: An Introduction to the Study of Renaissance Art,” in
Meaning and the Visual Arts, ed. Erwin Panofsky (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1982) 26-39. For a powerful critique of Panofsky’s methods, see Georges DidiHuberman, Confronting Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art
(University Park PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), 139-228.
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metaphors, such as translation, to describe the shifts in visual meaning that occurred with
the rise of Islam. Others have used methods of visual interpretation that rely on using
literary sources to determine the meaning of given images. While these methods are quite
standard within the history of art, it is worth considering the special circumstances
regarding the literary record of the period, and the reliance upon later sources.24 Much of
the work examined in this survey will be seen to not adequately address this issue, nor
modify conventional art historical methods to address these special circumstances.
Since the earliest scholarly engagement with Umayyad art and architecture, as
discussed in the third section of the chapter with the case of the Mshatta facade, effort has
been made to connect monuments with given makers and patrons. This effort at
developing an understanding of how given personas, be they elite patrons or anonymous
craftspeople, is an interest that cuts across all three of the ‘eras’ discussed in this chapter.
This effort to connect patrons and makers with monuments has, as will be seen, served as
a means to explain the highly idiosyncratic and eclectic visual record left by the
Umayyads.
Each of these thematic concerns are encountered in the events discussed below,
and each has a bearing on the direction I take my own interpretive methods and scope in
the following two chapters. I intentionally steer away from many of these themes,
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The topic of the nature of literary sources for the pre-Abbasid period of Islamic history
is one with an extensive historiography. It was most famously addressed in Patricia Crone
and Michael Cook’s work, see Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism: the Making
of the Islamic World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977) and concisely
explained in the third chapter of R. Stephen Humphreys’s Islamic History A Framework
for Inquiry, entitled “Early Historical Tradition and the First Islamic Polity.” See R.
Stephen Humphreys, Islamic History: A Framework for Inquiry (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1991) 69-103.
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because as we will see over the course of this chapter, they have largely become
ubiquitous to the point of going unquestioned. By demonstrating their tenacity across a
wide spectrum of scholarly engagements with Umayyad art and architecture, I hope to
also show how the field is one that could profit from new critical directions.

2012: ‘Byzantium and Islam: Age of Transition’ at the Metropolitan Museum of Art

Illustrated as the first figure for this chapter, this gallery, adorned with two
explanatory wall labels “Islamic Religious Works,” and “Palaces and Princely Life,” is
one of several composed for the 2012 exhibition, “Byzantium and Islam: The Age of
Transition,” at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (fig. 1.1).25 The assemblage
of objects in vitrines and upon pedestals dispersed throughout the space shows a visual
culture in fragments, akin to set pieces for an absent stage. The panels of carved stone
revetment lining the rear wall of the gallery are mere fragments of much larger
monumental complexes, that have here been effectively turned into objects. These
fragments effort to frame an eclectic assortment of objects that include a large copper
ewer, various glass flasks, other types of vessels, and a copper alloy brazier. The
explanatory wall text entitled “Palaces and Princely Life,” that adorns this area of the
gallery in which these fragments are situated, speaks in general terms about the visual
25

The exhibition opened on March 14, 2012. It was accompanied by an exhibition
catalog and a published volume of papers presented at symposia and other events during
the span of the show. See Helen C. Evans and Brandie Ratliff, eds., Byzantium and Islam:
Age of Transition 7th-9th Century (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2012),
and Helen Evans, ed., Age of Transition: Byzantine Culture in the Islamic World (New
York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2015).
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traditions drawn on by Umayyad patrons and the venues in which, and upon which, these
pieces were displayed (fig. 1.2). However, this general context obscures the conceptual
and structural complexity that defines the study of Umayyad art and architecture at the
beginning of the 21st Century.
One object in particular, the copper alloy brazier, epitomizes this complexity (fig.
1.3).26 For a start, it is, in fact, a modern-day reproduction of a bronze brazier found in
fragmentary form at a site in present-day Jordan called al-Fudayn.27 It is claimed in the
exhibition catalog that the reproduction incorporated the original fragment and then
repeated the motifs of that fragment along the other sides.28 However, a photograph taken
at the Jordan Museum in Amman, concurrent to when the exhibition was open in New
York, shows the brazier fragment on display complete with a cardboard cutout and
flames in an effort to convey something of how the object would have appeared in its
original state (fig. 1.4). It is thus clear that what was on display at the Metropolitan was a
complete reconstruction rather than a reconstruction around an original fragment.
The original remains of the brazier were found in a long-occupied complex of
buildings used during the Umayyad period as an elite residence.29 The piece was
excavated in 1986, and dated to the 8th Century C.E. on the basis of the ceramic record of
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For further information about the brazier see catalog entry 143 in Evans and Ratliff,
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its stratigraphic layer.30 It is notable for its extensive use of figural imagery, much of it
explicitly erotic in nature, and the use of late Roman motifs, at least according to its
interpreters. Each foot of the brazier is composed of a winged eagle which connects the
corner of the brazier to a wheel apparatus located below the bird’s talons (fig. 1.5). The
outward facing side of the brazier fragment is lined by a relief of six arcades which each
contain images below the cross-posts of the arches, and are in turn framed by arches of
their own. The left-most scene on this side consists of a mostly nude figure, holding a
wineskin to his right and a bowl to his left, and a small-scale attendant figure at his feet
(fig. 1.6). Curators have identified this figure as a satyr, and one of a similar type inhabits
the right-most niche relief of the brazier.31 The next niche contains two nude figures of
equal size in a kind of embrace (fig. 1.7). The left-most figure has two horns stemming
from the top of his head and hoofed feet, visual attributes which have led to its
identification as Pan, with the nude female on the right identified as a maenad, a follower
of Dionysius.32 The scenes within the middle two niches consist of nude couples in states
of sexual intercourse (fig. 1.8). The second niche from the right end of the brazier’s side
contains two nude figures, a male and female, with the male wielding a large stick that
has been identified as a thyrsus (fig. 1.9).33 The corners of the brazier were fused by
means of iron rods, which were each topped by nude and bejeweled females holding
birds, two of which were found with the brazier’s remains (fig. 1.10). For the curators,
this brazier firmly exemplified the courtly life of the Umayyads with an emphasis on the
30

Naghawy, “Brazier,” and Humbert, “El-Fedein/Mafraq,” 356.
Evans and Ratliff, 213.
32
Evans and Ratliff, 213.
33
Evans and Ratliff, 213.
28
31

figural arts, the explicitly erotic, and a visual program that nodded to if not directly
engaged with “Hellenistic themes” that had for centuries been at the root of various visual
traditions around the Mediterranean and Western Asia.34
The replica brazier featured in the Metropolitan Museum highlights the many
paradoxes and particularities within the study of Umayyad art. If we compare the
installation view of the brazier with the image of it published in the catalog, its
appearance is comparatively much duller and, at least visually, a better fit with the
various other objects in the gallery (figs. 1.3 and 1.11).35 These differences between
photographic representations of the same reproduced object, and furthermore the
relationship between this reproduction and the original archaeological artifact highlight
the mediated nature of Umayyad visual evidence. This is a process of mediation
occurring within a museum institutional context, and one that while tied to a found
archaeological artifact, is just as much a product of contemporary intervention, and
contemporary expectations of how an object of this kind would have originally looked.36
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Being the only example of such an object from the early Islamic period found to date, it is
impossible to draw upon others like it to aid in any effort at reproduction.37
The brazier replica and its accompanying catalog entry also highlights the
division of labor within the field between archaeology, conservation/curatorial practice,
and art historical analysis. It is an object produced from an excavation find for a museum
audience, and is analyized and contextualized in such a way as to fit into a wider
narrative about Umayyad art that situates it as an inheritor of Late Antique Greco-Roman
and Sasanian visual traditions. Of course, we must also make note of what this dossier
lacks: any idea or speculation regarding where the brazier might have been produced, and
whether it was made for a specific patron. In this section, we will consider all of these
concerns as they resonate within this exhibition, and more broadly as they speak to the
current state of the field.
The first part of the discussion will consider the historical context and general
organization of this exhibition and the reasons for its central place in this
historiographical analysis of Umayyad art and architecture. Then in the second part, we
37
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Islam, 221-222.
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will examine the prominent critical themes expressed in the exhibition as they appear
within selections of recent and contemporary scholarship of the period. Altogether, this
assessment, couched in the guise of a long-form exhibition review, will lead to a
conceptual understanding of the state of the field in the current moment and give us a
path to follow as we proceed backwards in time to the field’s modern founding at the
beginning of the twentieth century.
The 2012 exhibition “Byzantium and Islam: Age of Transition 7th-9th Century”
represents the third in a recent trilogy of exhibitions at the Metropolitan Museum
addressing the Byzantine period. The previous two, “The Glory of Byzantium: Art and
Culture of the Middle Byzantine Era (A.D. 841-1261),” and “Byzantium: Faith and
Power (1261-1557),” were held in 1997 and 2004 respectively.38 “Byzantium and Islam”
is also, in a way, a sequel to the older and seminally important 1977 exhibition, “Age of
Spirituality: Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third to Seventh Century,” curated by
the Byzantine art historian, Kurt Weitzmann.39 Each of these shows in one fashion or
another engages with the arts of the Islamic world in ways that prefigure the conceptual
orientation of the exhibition under consideration here. By briefly considering the
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placement of the Islamic world into the ‘grand’ narratives of these shows, we can more
easily contextualize the understanding of the Umayyad period in “Byzantium and Islam.”
As we can tell from Kurt Weitzmann’s introduction to the exhibition catalog for
the “Age of Spirituality,” the rise of Islam was conceived as the temporal end-point of the
posited master narrative. Along with the events surrounding Heraclius I’s Persian
campaign, “the onslaught of rising Islam marked the end of an era.”40 The era in question
was the apparent “flourishing period of the arts,” that extended from the six-century
Justinianic period, with events such as the erection of the Hagia Sophia to the time of
Heraclius I and the production of such masterpieces as the David Plates, discovered in
Cyprus.41 The exhibition was organized by “realms” of artistic production, including the
Imperial, the Classical, the Secular, the Jewish, and the Christian. However, for our
purposes, what is clear is that the rise of Islam, understood in Weitzmann’s introduction
as a political rather than cultural phenomenon, was a kind of cultural disaster for the
Byzantine world. It was a disaster significant enough to constitute the end of an era.
This stance towards the impact of the Islamic conquest is consistent with the scant
few mentions of Islam within the exhibition publication. In a catalog entry for the Shawl
of Sabina with Artemis, Apollo and Daphne, Bellerophon, and Chimera, it is stated that,
“Classical iconography [on Coptic textiles] remained popular until the Islamic conquest
of Egypt in 640.”42 In a historical survey of the Christian basilica, Alfred Frazer
concludes by stating that, “Church building, both traditional and innovative, underwent a
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severe check in the seventh and early eighth centuries. In the Eastern lands subdued by
Islam Christian construction ceased.”43
This conceptual orientation to the Islamic world as a harbinger of cultural disaster
shifts with “The Glory of Byzantium,” opening some twenty years following “Age of
Spirituality.” According to the prefatory remarks by Helen C. Evans and William
Wixom, “the exhibition and accompanying catalogue explore four interrelated themes:
the religious and secular cultures of the Byzantine Empire during its Second Golden Age,
the empire’s interaction with its Christian neighbors, and rivals, its relations with the
Islamic East, and its contact with the Latin West.”44 The capitalization of the geographic
designations “East” and “West” give the reader/viewer of the exhibition a sense that these
are monolithic categories worthy of being proper nouns. It is also interesting to note that
several objects, including an 11th-12th Century textile fragment and a 12th century pair of
gold earrings both from Islamic Spain are considered to be from “The East.”45
The exhibition catalog is organized along several bases including medium, with a
categories of manuscripts, secular architecture, luxury objects, and ceramic arts,
geographic areas, including Bulgaria, Georgia, Armenia, and Kievan Rus’, and finally
several thematic categories including “Crusader Art,” “Christians in the Islamic East,”
“Byzantium and the Islamic East,” and “Byzantine Art and the Latin West.”46
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The artistic relations with an Islamic “East” are fashioned as relations between
imperial courts.47 The catalog essay paired with the “Byzantium and the Islamic East”
section of the catalog reinforces this view declaring, “despite the strong antagonism that
existed between the Byzantine Emperors and their Islamic rivals, a shared culture of court
ceremonial and a common enthusiasm for luxury goods aided their communication”.48
The exhibition included a number of objects from the Islamic world to reinforce this
point, including Fatimid ceramics, jewelry, Mesopotamian metal objects, textiles, and
four illustrated manuscripts.49 The four manuscripts, include an illuminated edition of the
Kitab fi Maʿrifat al-Hiyal al-Handasiyah (Book of Knowledge of Ingenious Mechanical
Devices), a Maqamat of al-Hariri, and two editions of De Materia Medica by
Dioskorides.50 This selection of scientific treatises and a short story collection recounting
the travels of two rogues, is undoubtedly secular, and reinforces the grand narrative
posited in this catalog regarding Islamic visual traditions at this time.
This grand narrative, consistently reinforced, depicts Islamic visual traditions as
inherently mobile. Terms such as “court ceremonial” and “luxury goods” are classed as
universal terms that have similar connotations in both the Byzantine court as well as in
the courts of the various Islamic polities extant during the 841-1261 C.E. timeframe of
the exhibition. Conceptually, cultural exchange and mutual influence are framed as
operational within a courtly setting. Any cross-fertilization occurring was due to shared
cultural interests of various courts, and these interests were distinctly secular. We will see
47
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in the following section when considering the work of Oleg Grabar, a divide between the
religious and the secular occurring precisely within the realm of courtly art and
architecture firmly on the side of the latter.
These cross-cultural processes of exchange between the Islamic world and
Byzantium see further critical nuancing in “Byzantium: Faith and Power (1261-1557).”
As a whole, the exhibition, largely organized by genre, medium, geographic zones, and
theme, covers the period between the reoccupation of Constantinople in 1261 and 1557
when ‘Byzantium’ as a moniker was first used to signify the historical legacy of the
basileia ton Rhomaion, with the fall of Constantinople in 1453 as a third defining date.51
The Islamic art historian and archaeologist Scott Redford in an introductory essay to the
catalog section entitled “Byzantium and the Islamic World, 1261-1557,” observes that
“the battle of Christianity and Islam as a master narrative of Late Byzantine History does
not in fact stand up to the most cursory of readings.”52 He argues for a “shared courtly or
chivalric culture in medieval Anatolia that arose over the two centuries of cohabitation
and conflict between Greeks and Turks proceeding the rise of the Ottomans.”53 These
trends are also shown to continue in a certain form during the early Ottoman period. The
objects selected for inclusion under this rubric cater to multi-confessional readings very
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overtly, and fit directly the shared culture model proffered by Redford.54 Religious
difference is also not an analytical category seemingly pushed to the side as in “Glory of
Byzantium,” but rather is an ideological construct that uses the similar visual means of
expression regardless of what side of the Islam-Byzantine dyad the maker or patron
would fall on.55
In sum, each of these exhibitions presents the relations between the visual
traditions of the Islamic world and those of Byzantium along different lines. One can
ascertain a certain increased nuance to the question as one proceeds from 1977 to 2004,
but one also has to recognize the vastly different historical events and considerations that
these grand narratives are responding to in each respective era of Byzantine history. That
said, we will observe how these different critical orientations toward the Islamic world
and its visual traditions will affect the various critical frameworks employed in the
exhibition now under consideration, where “Islam” is not restricted to a single chapter of
an exhibition catalog, but rather is given position of rhetorical parity with “Byzantium.”
Chronologically “Byzantium and Islam” begins where the “Age of Spirituality”
ends, examining, in the words of co-curator Helen C. Evans, “the critical period of
transition and transformation for the empire and its southern provinces…from the seventh
into the ninth century.”56 Further on in her introductory remarks in the catalog
accompanying the exhibition, Evans says this of the relationship between Byzantium and
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the Islamic world: “With the advance of Islam, the culture of Byzantium’s southern
provinces became integral to the development of Umayyad rule from Damascus. The new
order was both a change from and a continuum with the immediate past, not, as once
argued, a new order reviving much earlier traditions of the classical past.”57 The grand
narrative posited here is one worth examining in its ambiguities. We will find that the
seemingly impossible condition of “change” with “continuity” is a near - constant refrain
in discussion regarding the emergence of Islam into the late antique world, and is one that
features prominently in Late Antique studies in general.
It is an argument, as we will see throughout this chapter, that has a long lineage
related to it, and is physically instantiated in the object chosen to visually introduce the
exhibition to the viewing public, a floor mosaic from the Church of Saints Peter and Paul
at Jerash (fig. 1.12). The floor mosaic dated to ca. 540, and featuring a Greek dedicatory
inscription, is said to “manifest an emerging Byzantine aesthetic and style,” and is
identified as belonging “stylistically to a genre of Jordanian floor mosaics known as “city
mosaics.””58 The composition features large vegetal and architectural elements that hint
at later works of the Umayyads, among others, the courtyard mosaics of the Great
Mosque of Damascus (fig. 1.13).59 By means of these visual allusions, the Jerash mosaic
attests to a continuity of image-making following the Islamic conquest, but also speaks to
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its ruptures. After all, the curators and designers chose to place it, originally a floor
mosaic, vertically upon a wall in the manner of its ‘successor’ in Damascus.
One could certainly discern a connection between the ideas of cultural crossfertilization expressed in “Faith and Power,” “Glory,” and those here. The rule of the
Umayyads is understood to rest upon a Byzantine foundation in terms of administration
and representation, while at the same time imposing a new political order. Just as the role
of religious difference is conceptualized in Faith and Power, here it seems to be an
ambivalent category: its interests are visually expressed using a common set of tools.
Evans also frames the premise of the show as one pushing back against an idea that the
Umayyad period marked a reemergence of a classical past rather than a continuation of
its immediate present. For “The Age of Spirituality” Islam marks a disaster point, for
“Glory and Faith and Power”, the art and architecture of the Islamic world is a kind of
mirror, refracted variously, of the Byzantine artistic zone. Here the unavoidable variable
of temporal change shifts the grand narrative and maintains the mirroring model by
ascribing to the inherently contradictory continuity with change.
Before examining this grand narrative in the more specific forms that it takes in
the catalog essays by Finbarr Barry Flood and Anna Ballian, it is worth considering the
overall organization of the exhibition. The objects in the show are classified under three
categories: ‘Byzantium’, ‘Commerce’, and ‘Islam’. It is notable that each category seems
to be constructed along different lines. ‘Byzantium’ intuitively refers to the Byzantine
Empire, with its capital in Constantinople; therefore it is implied that the objects under
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this category are bound to each other on the bases of geo-political circumstances.60 The
category ‘Commercial’ is a functional and generic designation, with the implication that
the objects within this category are embedded within some kind of transactional
process.61 The third category “Islam” is a designation of faith, implying that the objects
within this category reflect, in some fashion or another, a set of religious ideologies.62
Any large exhibition of this sort that strives to combine objects that exist within different
art historical traditions, as they are conventionally understood within the field at large, is
fated to be conceptualized along lines that are inherently imperfect. It is clear, however,
that when examining the objects under each of these three rubrics more closely, greater
issues emerge that demonstrate some of the problematic aspects and asymmetries of
periodization and classification of Late Antique art and architecture.
Under the category of Byzantium, the objects chosen include mosaic floors,
textiles, manuscript fragments, works in silver, ivory, bone, architectural fragments,
painted wooden panels, and medallions. If these objects are defined by geo-political
affiliation with Byzantium alone, then many of the objects within this group would fail to
meet this standard. Most obvious are the set of silver objects and architectural revetment
that come from the Sasanian realm displayed within the space devoted to “Byzantium” in
the exhibition (fig. 1.14).63 While these objects are most definitely a product of the Late
Antique period, dated variously to the sixth and seventh centuries, they were not

60

See Evans and Ratliff, Byzantium and Islam, 12-121.
See Evans and Ratliff, Byzantium and Islam, 134-197.
62
See Evans and Ratliff, Byzantium and Islam, 209-277
63
See catalog entries 18A-C, 19, and 20 in Evans and Ratliff, Byzantium and Islam, 2831.
39
61

produced within the Byzantine Empire, but rather its archrival at the time, the Sasanian
Empire. The architectural revetment in particular is positioned in the exhibition as a precursor to the Umayyad era carved stone fragments from Mshatta and al-Qastal located in
the ‘Islam’ section of the catalog. Within this set of objects is also a group of manuscript
pages and painted wooden icons from Egypt, which certainly speak to Christian and
Jewish themes, but were produced at a time in which their territory of origin fell under
the rule of the Umayyad Dynasty.64
It is still unclear if additional Sasanian silver was to be included in the collection,
under what category classification they would have fallen. This problem speaks more to
historiographical concerns related to the relationship between Byzantium and Sasanian
Iran and the more general problem of categorization within this era.65 More applicable is
the treatment of objects under the heading ‘Byzantium’ which hold provenance, in geopolitical terms, that would be defined as Umayyad.66 Clearly this inconsistency is due to
the fact that these objects express explicitly Christian themes, the implication being that
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they share a closer affinity with Byzantium, the center of Orthodox Christianity than with
any other center of power.
This inconsistency touches upon the problems that relate to the interpretation of
‘Christian’ art and architecture within the Islamic world. By considering it, at least at the
level of the general organizational schema of the exhibition, as something that is
inherently isolated from visual traditions existing within the same geographical and
political space is problematic. Surely when considering individual objects, much more
nuance is demonstrated in this matter, but nevertheless the overall framework is
necessary to acknowledge.
The segment of the exhibition devoted to commerce considers written documents
and tools of commercial exchange in addition to heavily traded goods. These include:
papyrological records, coins, weights and measures, silks, other textiles, incense burners,
pyxides, oil lamps, various kinds of jewelry, and other miscellaneous items.67 Certainly,
the theme makes sense for objects engaged directly in the practice of finance, such as the
papyrus scrolls from Alexandria that record business dealings, or the weights and
measures used in commercial transactions, and of course the numismatic material. For
other objects such as the silks or ivories, the fact that these objects, and their material
substances, were the product of complex trade networks is something undoubtedly
important to consider. Especially in the case of the numismatic record, it is important to
consider these objects as having a value beyond that of their commercial function and
provenance context: a value as objects of visual material culture.
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Overall though, the category ‘commerce’ could readily be applied to any of the
many objects in both the ‘Byzantium’ and ‘Islam’ subheadings as these were in some
way impacted by networks of trade. If this is indeed the case, then this category can be
thought of as a repository for objects that don’t fit neatly into either of the two other
categories. As many of the silks, jewels, and other luxury objects fit into a secular milieu,
then this designation highlights the problematic interface between sacred and secular
within (late antique) Byzantine art, an issue that we will see bleeds over when engaging
the visual traditions of the Early Islamic period, as well as to the Sasanian visual material
in the Persian realm. Indeed, as part of this grouping we see objects that carry either
religious themes or fit within liturgical practice of the church, such as textile fragments
with images of the Annunciation or incense burners.68 Such a strategy could be
interpreted as a means by which to bring the secular into a field that is very much framed
along opposite lines.
Within the category ‘Islam’ are architectural fragments from various Umayyad
palaces, metalwork, ivory, glass, woodwork, textiles, and Qur’an pages.69 Very clearly
one sees a continuation of the sacred/secular divide issue that arises within the
‘Byzantium’ category. Of all the objects subsumed under the category of ‘Islam’, only a
select few objects would qualify as having an explicit connection to religious concerns,
namely Qur’anic manuscripts and religious inscriptions.70 The majority of objects are, in
fact, a part of courtly visual culture. This misnomer has several effects: it creates a clean
68
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division where, perhaps, as in the case of the Byzantine material, there is no decisive
break between sacred and secular; it serves to separate Umayyad courtly visual traditions
from the eastern Mediterranean at large; and in comparing this visual tradition with the
Byzantine and to a certain sense the Sasanian empire’s visual traditions, it pulls the
courtly repertoire in line with the Late Antique and the religious material into the Early
Islamic. Thus, it is clear that in one fashion or another Umayyad art and architecture sits
on a hinge between the categories ‘Late Antique’ and ‘early Islamic.’
When one examines the general organization of any exhibition, one is always
dealing in generalities where problems of categories will inevitably emerge in some
fashion or another. If we compare ‘Byzantium and Islam’ exhibition with, for instance,
‘Age of Spirituality’ exhibition organized by “realm,” we see a show with probably fewer
‘category problems’ but one that is conceptually less interesting. These problems of
categories, as much as they are revelatory regarding the underlying instabilities and
ambiguities of early Islamic art and architecture in relation to the Late Antique world,
they are not very rich conceptually. They are, in a sense, merely indications of the
inadequacy of diametrical thought; ‘religious vs. secular,’ ‘Byzantine vs. Umayyad,’ or
perhaps even ‘continuity vs. change.’ The two catalog essays by Anna Ballian and
Finbarr Barry Flood that introduce the ‘Islam’ section in the publication provide a denser
critical and conceptual understanding of the period, one that is in a way unperceivable in
its full form in the final product of the exhibition.71 Indeed it is worth noting here that
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while the relationship between catalog and exhibition is inherently supplemental, in this
case it is particularly so.
Ballian begins her essay by questioning the ‘sacred and secular’ binary as a means
by which to introduce the ongoing historiographical debates regarding the early Islamic
palaces and their artistic programs.72 She rehearses the basic functional interpretations of
the palaces as they have been proposed over the years from the idea of the ‘castle in the
desert’ per Henri Lammens to the Roman villa rustica analogy made by Jean Sauvaget.73
Aside from these recollections and an overview of the basic structural elements and
contexts of the Umayyad ‘country estate,’ this piece makes two important observations.
First is in addressing a seemingly simple, yet infinitely complex question: exactly
which art history do these palaces (and their visual programs) belong to? She states the
following, “if the Umayyad castles are not in the mainstream of the culture’s
development from the point of view of Islamic art, for Byzantine art they are a lost link
with the secular art of the empire, expressed in the artistic vernacular of Late antiquity, a
visual koine.”74 There is a move here to align what is deemed ‘the secular art’ of the
Islamic world as part of the same art historical continuum as that of the Byzantine world.
Further on, she states that the real moment of transition to a time when the secular art of
the Islamic world really becomes truly part of the Islamic world, rather than the
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Byzantine, is during the geo-political shift from the Umayyad to the Abbasid periods.75
What is interesting to note is not necessarily the validity of such an argument one way or
another, but rather that the ‘Islamic’ status of a set of monuments, which, as we shall see
over the course of this chapter, have been seen as foundational anchors for the visual
traditions of the Islamic world, are put into question within a present-day publication.
Her second observation deals with the hybrid nature of the visual traditions on
display in the Umayyad palaces. Ballian states that, “although the theme of princely life
is thought to be of Iranian origin, the visual vocabulary used in the qusur is the hybrid
language of Late Antiquity, found on both sides of the frontier: in the Sasanian palace at
Bishapur and the Great Palace at Constantinople.”76 We will find that throughout this
historiographical survey, the leitmotif of ‘Byzantium’ vs. ‘the Sasanian Empire’ is
infinitely recurrent, and as seen here, remains prominent in today’s academic discourse.
Ballian, like many others, cites the paradigmatic example of the floor frescos at Qasr alHayr West now on display at the Damascus National Museum, one a representation of
what a viewer familiar with Greek or Roman visual traditions would call Gaia or Terra,
from the Roman world, and the other a hunter, rendered in a way reminiscent of Sasanian
traditions (figs. 1.15 and 1.16).77 Similar examples are drawn from the depictions of
rulers found in the frescos of Qusayr ‘Amra.78 All together these selections show the
basic methodological tendencies of how the ‘secular’ art and architecture of the early
Islamic period is understood: always in terms of other visual traditions.
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Finbarr Barry Flood also begins his essay with a caveat: “To write about the
material culture of religion in Early Islam is to indulge an anachronism rooted in the
Enlightenment dogma that religious belief is a personal private affair, distinguishable
from the secular sphere of public action.”79 Despite this caveat, and a reluctance to
partake in what he terms an “excessive focus on religiosity” in the study of Late
Antiquity, he largely affirms the validity of the category: “it is in the sphere of religious
identity and its public articulation that one might reasonably expect the finely honed
cultural negotiations necessitated by the emergence of a major new religion to be most
apparent.”80 Flood, here is quite consciously pushing back against emphasizing only
continuity and “intersectarian similarities” in this period of transition.81 He sees certain
characteristics of the religious art and architecture of the Umayyad period as genuine
examples of cultural change and even rupture.
Following a basic survey of various types of religious visual culture found in this
period, Flood categorizes the types of changes he sees characterizing the visual
articulation of the new faith. These changes are split into three categories: selective
omission, formal reconfiguration at the syntactic level, and amplification (either through
repetition or monumentalization).82 A paradigmatic example of ‘selective omission’
would be the so-called Bilderverbot within religious contexts, in artistic venues where
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previous Late Antique images would be included. One example given here is the lack of
living beings within the mosaic program of the Great Mosque of Damascus.83 ‘Formal
reconfiguration at the syntactic level’ would be situations where recognizable
morphological types are changed. Again, the operative example proffered is the Great
Mosque of Damascus, where the form of the Syrian basilica church is essentially rotated
90 degrees to form the prayer hall of the mosque.84 The third amplification refers to the
elevation of ‘minor’ motifs already present in prior Late Antique visual traditions to a
greater visual prominence either through repetition or monumentalization. Examples
given include the large trees in the mosaic program of the Great Mosque of Damascus,
and the repeated images of arcades found in the frontispiece of the Sana’a Qur’an.85
In this way Flood negotiates the continuity and change dialectic. He states that
these features of Umayyad religious visual art and culture, “address the need to walk a
tightrope between continuity and innovation, to articulate a visual identity (both dynastic
and sectarian) that was at once sufficiently differentiated from its competitors to be
coherent and yet sufficiently legible to be intelligible to its intended audiences.”86 This
quotation is an echo of remarks made in his introduction to The Great Mosque of
Damascus of 2001, where he lays out the model of visual translation and legibility as the
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means by which to understand Umayyad art and architecture.87 We will see in this
survey, particularly in the subsequent section of this chapter, how ‘translation’ is a
particularly common critical lens with which to view this artistic period, as is the
assumption that goes along with this critical lens that the visual arts are best thought to be
a language of a certain sort.
While the immediate function of these introductory essays is to provide a
historical and historiographical context for the catalog items within the ‘Islam’ section,
they are also of high diagnostic value for considering the state of the field today. I think it
is highly telling that both pieces begin with caveats that are not necessarily resolved or
fully addressed within the essays. In a way, they both seem to perpetuate the structures of
thinking that they initially seek to break down. Of course, the scholarly medium of ‘the
catalog essay’ is not necessarily the venue for experimental work; these are both
indicative of a field that is in a stage of ‘further refinement’ rather than conceptual
retooling. This picture will become clearer as we see these ideas, particularly the
continuity/change dialectic, stylistic hybridity, and the sacred/secular dyad play out in
various guises in the subsequent sections of this chapter.
Both of these essays are, it goes without saying, written by trained art historians
from a largely art historical perspective, although both mention the work of
archaeologists and historians as it applies to the material remains. If we think of, for
example, the brazier with which I began this section, we can see how impactful the field
of archaeology can be on our perception of Umayyad visual traditions. It is also
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important to note the impact of cultural historians of late antiquity and the early Islamic
period, an impact seen both at the institutional level, but also in the kinds of questions
asked of the visual material.
If hypothetically I were completing this dissertation prior to “Byzantium and
Islam,” I might have very well selected the publication of Late Antiquity: A Guide to the
Postclassical World in 1999 as a recent defining event for the field.88 The publication,
something in between an encyclopedia, an edited volume and an interactive textbook,
structurally resembles an exhibition catalog, including both interpretive essays and
shorter entries on all manners of subjects that make up the late antique world, temporally
defined here between 250 and 800 A.D. and geographically spanning western Europe and
Central Asia. As articulated in the introductory remarks by the Guide’s editors, Glen
Bowersock, Peter Brown, and Oleg Grabar, it shares a common understanding of the ‘age
of transition’ with the curators of ‘Byzantium and Islam’: “For all the startling and selfconscious novelty of their religion, the early Muslim conquerors of the Middle East found
themselves heirs to a past of extraordinary density.”89 We see again the dialectic of
continuity and change at play here, where the ‘novelty’ of the early Islamic conquest is
paired with the heritage of the long and enduring cultural legacy of Rome and Persia.
The work of many of the Guide’s contributors including Fred Donner, Garth
Fowden, Hugh Kennedy, Nasser Rabbat, and others would come to define the current
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scholarly landscape of early Islamic studies.90 This is not the place for an exhaustive
overview of their work; however, what I do wish to provide is a general assessment of
this landscape, and to speak of its scope, structure, and, volume.91 As stated above, the
study of Umayyad art and architecture is currently fragmented into three major fields: art
and architectural history, archaeology, and cultural history.92 Within each of these
disciplines we see varying ways in which the visual material is engaged. With the visual
legacy of the Umayyads being claimed by a methodologically diverse set of stakeholders,
findings in each of these respective areas are not necessarily synthesized to their fullest
potential. In this concluding section, we will focus on the scholarly output within the
category of ‘art and architectural history,’ as it most closely pertains to the issues taken
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on by this dissertation and can be conceptually connected to the subsequent sections of
this chapter.
In recent years, we can point to two publications that have largely defined the
study of Umayyad art and architecture, from the art historical perspective: The Great
Mosque of Damascus: Studies on the Makings of an Umayyad Visual Culture by the
aforementioned Finbarr Barry Flood and Quṣayr ‘Amra: Art and the Umayyad Elite in
Late Antique Syria by Garth Fowden, a historian of the Late Antique period.93 Both are
detail-oriented monographs on individual Umayyad monuments that, despite their
relatively narrow scope, strive to develop wider analytical paradigms with which to add
additional specificity to already in place narratives regarding the formation of Islamic
art.94 It is worth evaluating their arguments at length, as this will provide us with a
transition, as we proceed in the next section to consider the work of Oleg Grabar. It is
important to note at this juncture that these authors engage largely with the work of ‘early
Grabar,’ and his understanding of the early Islamic period as being a continuation of
already existing visual traditions, with a new understanding of the iconographic and
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functional meaning of these traditions. ‘Late Grabar,’ who pursues deeper questions
concerning the meaning of ornament and other related topics is largely left unaddressed.95
Fowden begins his study with the gripping tale of Qusayr ‘Amra’s European
discovery by the Moravian Reverend Doctor, Alois Musil in 1898.96 This is a story filled
with accounts of Bedouin raids, ethnographic superstition, desert romance, and disguised
travel. At one level, this evocative account merely provides a dramatic backdrop to the
substantially drier account of the reception of Musil’s discovery within the European art
historical scholarly community, then primarily situated in Vienna.97 I believe, however,
that the significance for Fowden of Musil’s written recollections goes far deeper than
this. He says as much: “the way of life Musil described in such detail was still close to
what we find in the classical Arabic poets, and to the world that produced Qusayr
‘Amra.”98
Fowden is clearly, and perhaps problematically, influenced by the romance of the
‘Orient’, as it was articulated within Musil’s accounts. The notion that the ethnographic
writings of Musil from the late 19th century have any bearing on the cultural makeup of
the society that constructed Qusayr ‘Amra some 1,200 years earlier is highly problematic
and is reminiscent of the romantic interpretation of the “castles in the desert” by such
scholars as Henri Lammens in the 1930s.99 It should be acknowledged that in a study
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published in 2004, the legacy of these kinds of ideas is still very strong, and the biases it
creates in interpretive practice are still present.100
Fowden begins his analysis with a discussion of the anatomy of the Arabic qaṣīda
ode, as the literary critic Ibn Qutayba defines it. He finds in the fresco program an
analogous configuration of motifs. For Fowden, “poetry provides, then, a key to
understanding Quṣayr ‘Amra. By the same token, the bath house furnishes a hoard of
images illustrative of the qaṣīda.”101 Arabic poetry is privileged in his analysis of the
various components and themes of the bathhouse’s fresco program as providing the only
means by which to access what he terms, “the broader spectrum of Arab mentality and
life.”102 At Qusayr ‘Amra, Fowden confronts themes that have deep resonances within
the late classical world such as the hunt, the representation of rulership, and courtly love.
By overlaying the cypher provided by various works within the Arabic poetic tradition,
he feels able to define ways in which the Umayyad patrons “adopted” the late classical
visual traditions.
In order to carry out the operation of deciphering the various panels of frescos,
Fowden utilizes the poetry of one Abū Dhu’ayb as translated by Sir Charles Lyall
between the years 1918 and 1924.103 Fowden acknowledges the “free but evocative”104
nature of the translation, yet it is the emotive dimension of the poetry that is used to
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dramatize and explicate several of the scenes in the frescos. What we see in the end is a
recurring pattern of Fowden viewing Quṣayr ‘Amra as it existed within the romantic
imaginaire of late 19th and early 20th century orientalists.105
The privileging of poetry and other literary sources of the early Islamic period in
the interpretation of Umayyad art and architecture is worth considering at a more general
level. While each of the motifs examined at Qusayr ‘Amra are shown to fit into various
Late Antique visual traditions, their combination in this setting is attributed to a particular
mind set which can be accessed from both the content and the form of poetic
composition. In effect, Fowden is proposing that, at a structural level, the same tenets that
directed the production of poetry also directed the choices made by those responsible for
composing the visual program of the bathhouse. No contours of directionality are
proposed, in terms of one artistic form directing another, but rather they are seen to
operate within the same milieu.106
In the concluding chapter of his monograph, Fowden reflects on the implications
of his study for our understanding of the artistic and architectural traditions of the
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Umayyads at large.107 The assessment given involves multiple premises and is a bit
onerous, yet deserves careful attention. First, it is established that Qusayr ‘Amra is not a
unique monument, in certain senses. Although it is idiosyncratic in its design, it is by no
means atypical of Umayyad courtly taste. This is a courtly taste that does not fit into the
dichotomy of public and private; it is neither of the above, but rather fits into the context
of courtly display. The question then becomes: what does this taste, as displayed in
Qusayr ‘Amra and any number of other settings, tell us about the broader cultural identity
and aspirations of the Umayyads?
What Fowden means by the term ‘identity’ is never examined autonomously. Its
meaning becomes clearer as he situates Umayyad courtly arts within the cultural milieu
of the Mediterranean world. He follows others in arguing that the Umayyads brought
none of their own non-verbal arts with them from the Arabian Peninsula, but rather
adopted the various local visual traditions.108 Fowden reserves the term ‘influence’ to
refer to the artisans and architects already embedded within local traditions. He defines
‘adoption’ as the process by which patrons, as they engaged with the artistic community
made use of their forms and traditions. Those effectively in these patrons’ employ,
therefore, define the latter’s identity.
This identity is defined as distinctively Syrian. Due to Syria’s nature as an
entrepôt of sorts, the mixture of Roman, Iranian, Coptic, and other influences is
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inherent.109 Fowden came to this assessment through the examination of other Umayyad
sites in relation to his findings at Qusayr ‘Amra. Interestingly, he states that outside Syria
during the Umayyad timeframe, artistic and architectural production is less eclectic.
Underlying this observation, is the hidden implication that somehow any artistic or
architectural production located outside of the Syrian realm is somehow not Umayyad, as
it does not ascribe to the notion of Umayyad identity as stated above.
At the same time, Fowden follows, as we shall see further on, Oleg Grabar in
stating that Qusayr ‘Amra, and the other Syrian monuments, has much to say regarding
Arab Umayyad culture but does “not lead to the well springs of Islamic aesthetics.”110 In
sum, Umayyad courtly art is not to be seen as Islamic art, and contributes relatively
nothing to the formation of such. Rather, the story of Umayyad courtly arts is one of
“Mediterranean inculturation.”111 It is the story of a group of patrons emerging out of the
desert with no artistic traditions, but rather verbal directives that gradually became more
assertive over time. The findings of my subsequent two chapters show this not to be the
case, and instead builds an understanding of Umayyad patrons as closely concerned with
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profound conceptual questions regarding both the experience of vision and the
dissemination of meaning to public and private viewerships.
The Great Mosque of Damascus: Studies on the Makings of an Umayyad Visual
Culture is not a typical systematic monograph. Instead of taking on the various aspects of
the building as a whole, Flood focuses on several discrete components of it, and submits
them to his metric of analysis. While the breadth of his work is considerable, engaging a
corpus of texts in as complete a fashion as is possible, his focus on the monument itself
remains fragmentary and disparate. In a review following its publication, Oleg Grabar
writes the following, encapsulating this issue: “There is no description of the building, no
indication of the new information provided by recent urban renewal projects, no
discussion of the many problems posed by the restorations carried out over the centuries,
especially those of the past ten years. There is no analysis or explanation of the ways in
which and purposes for which the interior space of the mosque was used. There is a
troubling absence of the faith and piety of Islam as it would have operated within the
urban context of a major Muslim city.”112
Instead, Flood focuses on several discrete elements of the visual program of the
mosque: the stringed pearls seen in some of the mosaics along the mosque’s courtyard, a
vine scroll that adorned the interior of the prayer hall, a clock that was located on the
exterior southern wall of the compound, and the possible presence of a colonnade
connecting the mosque with the Caliphal palace. The many issues raised by these
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chapters are specifically related to the character of the Great Mosque of Damascus, and I
shall, therefore, be engaging with them in subsequent chapters of this dissertation. At this
juncture, it is worth reflecting upon Flood’s concluding chapter entitled “Damascus and
the makings of an Umayyad visual culture.”113
To begin, Flood contextualizes the period of building that occurred during the
sequential reigns of Caliphs ‘Abd al-Malik and Walid I, as a time of political victory for
the Umayyad house. Particularly under the reign of Walid I, the Umayyad territory saw
the construction and/or renovation of numerous mosques. The highlighted monuments
include, of course, the Great Mosque of Damascus, the Great Mosque of Sana’a, the
Prophet’s Mosque in Medina, and the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem. Flood argues that
through these buildings, one can observe a distinct process of standardization, with some
inconsistencies and idiosyncrasies. Indeed, according to Flood, “the time had evidently
come to construct a distinct politico-cultural identity in visual terms.”114
Before proceeding with Flood’s assessments of what this distinct identity could
have been and the processes through which it came into being, several very important
caveats to his points should be raised. The first has to do with the material remains
available for us to access. Of the above list of monuments given by Flood, only one of
them, the Great Mosque of Damascus still stands today in a form that bears any element
of its Umayyad past. The Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, the Great Mosque of Sanaa, and the
Prophet’s Mosque in Medina have all seen such drastic modification in their physical
fabric and histories that any Umayyad-era phase has all but been obliterated. Even the
113
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Great Mosque of Damascus, as Grabar mentions in his review, has undergone very
problematic restoration programs, as well as suffered from fires and other disasters.
In the stead of physical fabric, Flood comes to understand these spaces through
the extensive use of medieval textual sources. Granted, the compilation of these textual
accounts is an achievement worthy of praise, the sources are handled in a way that does
not think critically about the practice of using later textual sources to make art historical
arguments. In a sense, Flood’s arguments about continuity between each of these
monuments appear to be solid enough, as it is backed up by numerous sources and is
heavily footnoted. Still, abundance of source material, especially in the period we are
dealing with, should never be mistaken for veracity. The approach to the source material
also varies from that of Fowden, who primarily uses poetry and other literary sources.
Flood, on the other hand, is more inclined to use city histories and the like. In the source
material, Fowden seems to be grasping for some kind of zeitgeist or as he has phrased it,
“Arab mentality.” Flood is doing something quite different; for him the textual material
acts as an effective substitute for lacking visual (and physical) evidence.
Using both the accumulated textual source material regarding the Great Mosque
of Damascus, the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina, the Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem, and
others, as well as extant physical remains in Damascus, Flood develops an interpretive
rubric for Umayyad religious architecture. As stated above, the overarching motif is
‘translation.’ Building forms, architectural techniques, and modes of decoration are all
understood to have a semantic value, and take on the form of a visual language. Flood
makes the connection between visual language and textual language quite explicitly:
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“The simultaneous transformation of a familiar visual language and an ancient urban
space may be conceptualized as modes of appropriating and reinterpreting the
architectural heritage of Late Antiquity and Byzantium, even as a translation appropriates
and transforms a selected text.”115 Flood sees the generation of these visual translations as
a politically expedient process, intimately tied into Umayyad state formation during the
years of the Caliphs ‘Abd al-Malik and Walid I. Political divisions underlie the array of
audiences that, as Flood theorizes, would have been receptive to the visual language
expressed by the monuments. This includes both inhabitants of the city itself, but also
various international communities like the Byzantine and Umayyad courts.116
While we see some essential differences in approach between Fowden and Flood,
they share some important common views regarding Umayyad visual traditions. Both see
the visual arts first and foremost as a cultural zone in which identities of various kinds are
articulated. For them, the functional role of the art historian is to be a kind of reader of
identity, one who is tasked with assessing the cultural affiliation of a given object or
visual program. Both also see the visual arts as being akin to language. The fundamental
interpretive paradigm for Flood is ‘translation,’ implying a linguistic connection.
Fowden, by analogizing poetic form with the visual forms of Quṣayr ‘Amra, is
effectively making the same connection. There is nothing inherently incorrect about this
premise, but it is one that will not be shared within the interpretive frameworks offered
by this dissertation.

115
116

Flood, Great Mosque of Damascus, 233.
Flood, Great Mosque of Damascus, 233.
60

Both the proposed conceptual model of ‘translation’ offered by Flood and the
literary model offered by Fowden come with the implication that these are authored
spaces, and that their production was the product of a kin d of artistic overseer. By
considering the works of Flood and Fowden and their respective concepts of
‘Mediterranean inculturation’ and ‘translation,’ we are also effectively grappling with the
methodological legacy of Oleg Grabar, as it was articulated in the first edition The
Formation of Islamic Art. This is a legacy that passes from Grabar, via Flood and
Fowden, and ultimately has come to impact the curatorial choices, and critical framing, of
the “Byzantium and Islam” exhibition. In the following section, we will assess Grabar’s
work as it was received in its own time.

1973: The Publication of Oleg Grabar’s The Formation of Islamic Art

In 1956, Oleg Grabar embarked upon a lengthy road trip with a Byzantinist, a
biblical scholar, a French Dominican monk, a Franco-Russian archaeologist, and a SwissAmerican photographer.117 Over the span of five to six weeks they drove in a great loop
east from Beirut and back, making their way through various archaeological sites in
northern Syria, southern Turkey, and northern and central Iraq. In recollecting the trip,
Grabar noted the profundity of visual and physical contact with a land in which “history
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took place.”118 Earlier in his recollections he states, “Our thought was that the awareness
and the experience of these spaces defined the people who transformed an area by
creating in it a new culture.”119 These conceptions of space, place, and cultural fashioning
paired with the grandiose and epic quality of these recollections by an elder scholar
reflecting upon his younger years are essential if we are to understand the character of
The Formation of Islamic Art, published some seventeen years after these earlier and still
formative experiences.120
Grabar’s initial training in the fields of medieval art history and Arabic and
Islamic history at Harvard University, the University of Paris, the École des Langues
Orientales, and Princeton University were equally formative aspects of his thought.
Tracing the methodological and conceptual influence of such scholars as André Grabar,
Henri Pirenne, Emile Mâle, Kurt Weitzmann, Meyer Schapiro, Josef Stryzgowski, and
Richard Krautheimer within Grabar’s work would constitute an exercise in intellectual
history beyond the scope of this project.121 However, in very general terms one can say
that his impulse to think theoretically and conceptually about visual form was in large
part due to this intellectual upbringing. The superimposition of these intellectual
inclinations onto a vast experienced landscape of enigmatic archaeological remains sets
the stage for Grabar’s early oeuvre that culminated in the publication of Formation.

118

Grabar, Early Islamic Art, xxvi.
Grabar, Early Islamic Art, xxv.
120
Oleg Grabar, The Formation of Islamic Art (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1973).
121
Grabar, Early Islamic Art, xxi. This group of scholars listed are those Grabar himself
recollects as having a formative impact on his thinking and scholarly interests.
62
119

The immediate task at hand, to assess and give form to the impact of Formation at
the time of its publication in 1973, requires us to view this work in the eyes of Grabar’s
contemporaries. To do this, I will first turn my critical attention toward a number of
reviews, eight in all, appearing in a variety of academic journals. Of these materials I will
ask three fundamental questions: How do these reviewers see the work as an intervention
into the field of early Islamic art and architecture? What are the various areas of
conceptual and methodological debate brought to the forefront?122 Are there shared
common assumptions about the period that go unmentioned? As part of this survey, I will
make one detour to another important publication of this period, Richard Ettinghausen’s
From Byzantium to Sasanian Iran and the Islamic World: Three Modes of Artistic
Influence of 1972. This publication presents a methodological approach that dialogs with
Grabar’s in a critical way. As part of this detour, we will consider Grabar’s review of this
work and how he sees it in relation to his own.123 Finally, we will assess Grabar’s own
critical reflection upon the scholarly context of Formation in both his introductory
comments and in a postscriptum that appears in the 1987 edition of the text, where he
responds to his critics.124
There is probably no pithier a characterization of Formation than that offered by
Erica Cruikshank Dodd in a comparative review of Grabar’s and Ettinghausen’s

122

I avoid discussing contentions raised about individual premises and points, unless they
are indicative of larger issues.
123
Oleg Grabar, “From Byzantium to Sasanian Iran and the Islamic World by Richard
Ettinghausen,” Journal of Middle East Studies 7, no. 2 (April 1976): 293-296.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/162606.
124
Oleg Grabar, The Formation of Islamic Art: Revised and Enlarged Edition (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 203-213.
63

publications.125 She recounts assigning these works to her introductory course on Islamic
art and architecture at the American University of Beirut. “The students overwhelmingly
favored the general, explorative, and hesitant approach of Grabar, while the instructor
was left peddling the virtues of the precise, factual, and concise art-historical method
displayed by Ettinghausen.”126 She concluded that, “the book by Grabar may be offered
for the digestion of undergraduates, especially in their first year of art history, whereas
the specialized study by Ettinghausen should perhaps be reserved for the more sensitive
palate of the graduate student.”127 For the moment, discussion of Ettinghausen’s work
will be tabled. It is sufficient at this point to observe that these two works are put into a
methodological opposition, one to be examined in due course.
This characterization of Grabar’s work fits into an overall pattern of reception, as
it is considered by a number of reviewers as constituting a broad theoretical and synthetic
assessment of the visual remains and traditions of the early Islamic period, considered by
Grabar as ranging from 650 to roughly 1000 CE.128 J.W. Allan states this best, and in a
much more laudatory manner than Dodd, “Professor Grabar sets out in The Formation of
Islamic Art to answer the question ‘What is Islamic art and how was it formed?’, a
question all to rarely asked by Islamic art historians either because the monographic
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studies generally produced are rarely stimulating philosophically, or because the question
when raised is too difficult to answer or even attempt to answer without a great deal of
thought.”129 Priscilla Soucek follows suit, “Professor Grabar analyzes the earliest
monuments of Islamic art seeking to define the term “Islamic” when applied to the arts.
He also presents a synthesis of information concerning key problems of the arts in the
Umayyad and Abbasid periods.”130
Indeed, in his introductory statement, Grabar conceives of Formation as “an
exercise in Problemstellung,” in that he sets up and defines a category of material and
asks a variety of conceptual questions of it.131 This characterization of Formation as a
problemstellung, as a thought exercise, is largely ignored by his critics who see his work
as a definitive reading of the period, rather than as a provocation and ground-setting for
further critical and conceptual engagement. At the outset, he characterizes this work as
something in between a general survey and a specialist monographic study.132 The first
chapter, “The Problem,” sets up the many conceptual concerns that will subsequently be
addressed in six central essays that follow.133 In this chapter, he articulates two main
conceptual strands that recurring throughout the text: one concerning the nature of artistic
change over time and another regarding the criteria for discerning a ‘classical phase’ in
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early Islamic art and architecture.134 Ernst Grube in his review highlights Grabar’s
conception of change as being particularly revolutionary for the field.135 Grabar proposes,
“change in meaning and change in form are two separate phenomena that depend on each
other but do not necessarily coincide…change consists not only in modifications to the
visually perceptible features of form and subject matter but also to an interplay between
these features and a feature that is less easy to comprehend, the mind of the beholder.”136
There is another critical strand taken on in Grabar’s articulation of “The
Problem,” that is subject to very little critical inquiry within the more thorough reviews,
namely those of Dodd and J.M. Rogers, but is foregrounded in the short review of
Howard Crane and alluded to by Soucek in the quotation above.137 That is the question
“what is Islamic about Islamic art?” It is a basic question that will preoccupy those
conducting historiographical exercises in the field up to our present time.138 Grabar lays
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out this issue as a kind of thought problem in the first few pages of this chapter, and takes
the issue up continually throughout the book. The closest he comes to providing a
definitive answer to this comes in his final chapter, “The Formation of Islamic Art,”
where he states, “because they are most easily defined through attitudes than through
forms it is appropriate to use the term “Islamic” for the monuments which extend over
several centuries from the Atlantic to the steppes of Central Asia. But because the
elements used in the creation of this language are for the most part older Mediterranean
and Middle Eastern the art of early Islam is a medieval art, one of the variants of the rich
inheritance of classical antiquity.”139 In this way, the conceptual bifurcation of ‘change,’
into change of meaning and change of form is put into the service of the development of
an understanding of what justifies the ‘Islamic’ descriptor for his study.
This conclusion follows six chapters which consider various aspects of the early
Islamic period, as these pertain to the conceptual issues drawn out in “The Problem.”
These chapters consider a broad survey of the extant remains in the geographical territory
largely defined by the scope of the early Islamic conquests, monumental building
practices, an assessment of the epistemological value of textual sources regarding
attitudes toward the arts, palaces and urban centers, and decorative practices. In the
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context of this review, I will not address the many points and insights developed, with the
exception of those that repeatedly emerge within the contemporary critiques of the work.
Needless to say, in subsequent chapters of the dissertation various ideas developed in the
Formation and in other related works of Grabar will be discussed as pertains to the topic
at hand.
The various critiques of Formation are quite telling in a number of ways, as they
speak to the major methodological concerns still faced today in the study of Umayyad art
and architecture. Within the various reviews, I have identified four main strands of
criticism, some are articulated by multiple reviewers while others represent the view of
only one. These critiques are as follows: a lack of engagement with the pre-Islamic art
and architectural traditions of greater Syria, non-recognition of the epistemological limits
of the source material, the misuse of interpretive paradigms intended for the study of
Christian art, and a lack of consideration of meaning and form, particularly in relation to
the Umayyad palace complex of Khirbat al-Mafjar. These critiques will be considered in
this sequence. The last of these will provide a convenient lead into our discussion of
Ettinghausen’s work.
Of all of Grabar’s critics, Dodd displays the most concern for his lack of interest
in the art and architectural traditions of pre-Islamic Syria.140 Her review begins with an
extended description from a late 19th century British traveler, Reverend J.L. Porter about
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the ruins of the city of Bosra in southern Syria.141 The implied suggestion is that, if even
in the 19th century such remains were still extant, then surely during the 7th century they
would have presented an equally if not more powerful visual presence. The tendency for
Grabar, and Ettinghausen, to turn to visual sources much further afield in their
discussions of influence is thought to be problematic. Dodd cites, as an example of this
tendency, Grabar’s discussion of the visual programs of the Umayyad ‘country
establishments’ of Qusayr Amrah, Khirbat al-Mafjar, and Qasr al-Hayr West.142 By
identifying visual precedents in Central Asian Buddhist art, Sasanian models, along with
those from Byzantium, Grabar is able to argue for a “stylistic Esperanto” at play in these
complexes.143
It is interesting to put Dodd’s critique in relation to Grabar’s own recollections of
the archeological landscape of greater Syria. While this landscape is discussed as one that
apparently made a great psychic impression upon him, it is very much fashioned as a
place of possibility; a place where a people created a new culture; thus, a kind of new
world. It would make sense, then, to explain this oversight in that context. Yet, when we
examine the overall structure of Grabar’s argumentation regarding the visual programs of
the palaces, even if they were hypothetically related to the various pre-Islamic examples
cited by Dodd, the integrity of his basic argument remains in place. The visual programs
would maintain their eclectic and idiosyncratic character.
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The longest, most thorough, and by far most critical, review of Formation is that
of J.M. Rogers.144 While numerous criticisms are volleyed, a significant number address
the capacity, or lack thereof, of Grabar’s source material to answer the questions posed in
the introductory remarks of the book.145 The epistemological limitations of Umayyad art
and architecture, as well as that of textual source material, is a vital concern still deeply
relevant. Rogers identifies Grabar’s assumption of intention on the part of makers and
patrons as being deeply problematic in this respect, “Grabar’s view of Muslim court art
takes for granted a patron’s constant interference in the manufacture of luxury objects, as
well as major architectural monuments.”146 Rogers questions the ability of Grabar to
determine that the aesthetic choices made in these monuments were conscious ones. He
questions whether the material evidence alone would be sufficient to make such
determinations. The implications of Rogers’s critique for Grabar’s theorization of form
and meaning relative to change is damning in his eyes. For if visual form is denied
semantic agency to express the meanings of its patrons, it renders his entire argument
regarding the development of an Islamic art moot, as it is reliant upon this premise. This
would apply not only to the interpretations offered by the palace complexes, but also
those regarding religious monuments as well. The conservatism of Rogers is notably
problematic, in that he does not appear to value the intellectual merit of a contextual
approach to the study of the visual arts.
144
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Interestingly, Soucek takes umbrage with Grabar’s view of meaning and form, but
in a way that is diametrically opposed to that of Rogers. She suggests that Grabar’s
interpretation of the visual programs of the palaces is in fact too conservative; “Professor
Grabar concludes that the complex decorative schemes of early Islamic palatial
residences such as Qasr al-Khair (sic) West and Khirbat al-Mafjar lack a core of
iconographical meaning and were created primarily for the pleasures of the viewers.”147
To refute this, a further six pages of her review is devoted to a detailed reading of the
visual program of Khirbat al-Mafjar as it relates to the legend of King Solomon.148 This
articulation of contrasting views, with Grabar somewhere in between Rogers and Soucek,
is important to mark, as it is indicative of a wider conversation regarding meaning and
form taking place at this time.
The question of epistemological limits not only applies to the material remains of
the Umayyads, but also to the textual record of the early Islamic period, particularly that
employed by Grabar in Chapter 4, “Islamic Attitudes toward the Arts.”149 In this chapter,
he surveys the various kinds of early textual sources and their potential uses in discerning
early Islamic attitudes towards architecture and the visual arts. Source material cited is a
list of usual suspects, including the Qur’an, hadith traditions, and historical accounts that
chronicle, among other things, the antiquities of pre-Islamic Yemen, accounts of
emissaries to the Byzantine Court, and narratives of the Islamic conquest recounting
engagement with visual material. By way of general critique, Rogers offers the following;
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“images as a general problem in Islam cause far less trouble than Western orientalists
have ever been willing to admit. The jurors, as was their wont, continued to cite their
predecessors without adding much substance; the craftsmen and their customers went
their ways; and the two groups rarely, if ever, had any impact upon one another.”150
This critique, while perhaps representing a more conservative view of the source
material, is not completely at odds with Grabar’s approach, as he himself recognizes the
fundamental limitations of this material as a means by which to access early Islamic
attitudes toward the arts. Nonetheless, Grabar does recapitulate some of the
argumentation offered by those “Western orientalists,” referenced by Rogers.151
However, Grabar is quick to add observations that closely align with Rogers: “Since the
Koran deals otherwise quite concretely with many aspects of life, it may be proper to
conclude simply that at the time of the Prophet the problem of artistic creativity and
representations simply did not come up as a significant question requiring some sort of
pronouncement or legislation.”152 He later attributes the avoidance of images to a
political motivation, an effort at differentiation from the central political threat to the
Caliphate, the Byzantine Empire.153
Grabar makes a separate, but related, assertion that the Qur’an, “was never used
as a source of illustrations… it does not lend itself to translation into visual form because
it does not have major narrative sequences and because its liturgical and other uses lacked
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the aesthetic complexities of the Christian use of the Gospels or of the Old Testament.”154
This provides a useful inroad into addressing the third set of criticisms that coalesced
around the Formation. This comes forth most plainly in the review by Michael Morony:
“the real problem is that this line of reasoning reflects expectations of what religious art
should be and how it should develop which are basically Christian and are an
occupational hazard of anyone who approaches Islam from a Christian direction.”155 This
critique aligns with Dodd’s observation that the division of Islamic art into secular and
religious categories is problematic.156
Certainly, the specific assertion Grabar makes regarding the visual reproducibility
of Qur’anic text is demonstrably false. Grabar appears to view the larger methodological
implications of Morony’s critique as unproblematic, however. In the retrospective
remarks cited at the beginning of this section, he states, “Islamic art was a medieval art
with sources firmly entrenched in Classical Antiquity and its study needed the more
developed and more elaborate methods used for Christian art.157 These remarks paralleled
those made in the first chapter of Formation; “the history of late antique art in the
Mediterranean, with its passage from pagan to Christian art, offers a superb and often
discussed instance of change, which has the advantage of comparative proximity in time
and space to Islamic art.”158 Grabar develops his understanding of the nature of the
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change of form vs. change of meaning from theorizations of this period.159 Though
Morony’s critique was largely directed towards Grabar’s consideration of the Qur’an
from a “Christian direction,” he raises an issue crucial for understanding the
methodological context of Formation at large, in particular, the understanding of change
within visual traditions over time. However, it is also important to note that much that
Grabar was influenced by the work of his father Andre, he also actively and widely
considered the Sasanian realm as a definitive and important part of the cultural heritage
of ‘Classical Antiquity.’
To that point, Morony raises a further critique; “an understanding of the formation
of early Islamic art may be assisted by supplementing these insights [the change of
meaning/change of form theory] with those of Richard Ettinghausen concerning transfer,
adoption, and integration as modes of artistic influence or reception.”160 The work
Morony is referring to is the aforementioned From Byzantium to Sasanian Iran and the
Islamic World: Three Modes of Artistic Influence, that is also discussed in Dodd’s
review. This publication came one year before the printing of Formation, and like it, was
also developed from a set of lectures delivered by the author.161 As Byzantium was
published in such close proximity to Formation, and as they were conceived at the time
by some critics as providing two alternative, but related, methodological directions for
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the field, it warrants taking a short detour to examine Ettinghausen’s contents and
arguments.
Byzantium is structured as a set of three case studies that each exemplify a
different mode of artistic influence: transfer, adoption, and integration. The ostensible
purpose of the project was to trace motifs found in the visual tradition of the Byzantine
Empire as they filtered through Sasanian visual traditions, and finally into the early
Islamic period. Ettinghausen selects one visual example for each mode of artistic
influence. The first chapter, exemplifying the mode of ‘transfer,’ explores the reception
of Dionysiac motifs within Sasanian art.162 Without going into the many details of his
argument, transfer is thought of as a simple re-use of ‘shapes or concepts’ from one
visual tradition by that of another.163 In a certain sense, one can consider Ettinghausen’s
methods as ‘object-oriented,’ in that this, and each subsequent chapter, is a kind of
orchestration of applicable objects that are each situated in relation to the mode of
influence under discussion. This is clearly the work of a curator, much in contrast to
Grabar’s approach which is far less meticulous, but also less myopic.164
The second chapter, exemplifying the mode of ‘adoption,’ is a short discussion of
the image of Pegasus as it traveled from Byzantium to Sasanian Iran and finally into the
visual repertoire of the early Islamic period.165 Adoption is conceptually different from
‘transfer,’ as an adopted form is put to new purposes, and emerges with an obscured
162
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identity.166 Ettinghausen argues that the image of the Pegasus was transformed into a
specifically Iranian motif, where basic design changes occurred to render the form in a
new way not immediately beholden to a prototype.167
The third, and most lengthy, chapter takes on the mode of ‘integration’ as it is
related to the bath hall of Khirbat al-Mafjar.168 Integration is defined in his introductory
remarks as a mode of reception in which a motif from another visual tradition co-mingles
with indigenous traditions to the point where it becomes difficult to discern “the giver
and the receiver.”169 At Khirbat al-Mafjar, Ettinghausen analyzes various puzzling
aspects of the bath hall’s visual program including the knife and fruit representation in a
floor mosaic, the sculptural chain links suspended from an apse in the reception hall,
other motifs found in the mosaics, and the overall plan of the structure. In doing so, he
argues against Grabar and others that consider these various motifs “eclectic and
insignificant, suited to nouveau riche taste.”170
Throughout the various threads of his argument, he presents iconographical
interpretations which combine a consideration of the use of these motifs in the visual
traditions of late antiquity, while also considering the cultural traditions of the Umayyad
court. Through this process, he develops an understanding of Umayyad art as expressing
various ideologies of royalty and courtly ceremony through the use of a late antique
visual repertoire, whose meanings were presumably fully understood. This not only
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applies to Sasanian motifs of kingship seen in the sculptural chain, but also to the
resemblances observed between ground plans of Byzantine churches and that of the
reception hall.171 Thus the Umayyad period is seen as one of integration where forms and
meanings of previous visual traditions are deployed by the new rulers of the late antique
world.
One cannot help but see the resonances of Ettinghausen’s interpretive practices on
contemporary scholarship that, to a certain extent, overpower those of Grabar. One can
easily chart a direct line of descent from the ‘three modes of artistic influence’ to the
paradigm of translation offered by Flood and that of the dialogic offered by Rabbat in
their interpretations of the Great Mosque of Damascus.172 Ettinghausen’s frameworks
were popular because they offered a definitive framework with which to evaluate visual
material, in a way that were readily adaptable within a museum context and didn’t require
much additional critical engagement. One can also see resonances of Ettinghausen’s
scholarly style, namely the approach to Umayyad visual motifs as cyphers or puzzles to
be solved, in the work of Garth Fowden on the Qusayr ‘Amra frescos.173 Moreover, one
could also point to the work of Matthew Canepa on artistic exchange between the
Byzantine and Sasanian empires, or also Rina Talgam’s extensive study of the ‘stylistic
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origins’ of Umayyad sculpture and decorative motifs as building directly upon
Ettinghausen’s methodological assumptions and foundations.174
Three years following the publication of Formation, Grabar reviewed
Ettinghausen’s book. While he offers general praise of the work as offering new and
imaginative conceptual thought, he nevertheless differentiates it from that of his own:
“the divergence of our interpretations derives primarily from a different understanding of
the visual subject matter of Umayyad secular art.”175 Grabar demarcates the line of
methodological difference as resting on the question of meaning and visual form in
Umayyad art. Aside from a few select instances, Grabar does not see the visual motifs
used in Umayyad courtly settings as being inherently meaningful. Thus, he calls into
question the mode of integration advocated by Ettinghausen, preferring to see Khirbat alMafjar, and by extension all of Umayyad courtly art, as exemplifying artistic
‘transfers.’176 One can understand his critique as one that gives credence to the
epistemological limits of Umayyad visual material, in that it is, absent other types of
proof, unable to offer definitive understandings of meaning. He also does not see the
study of the meanings of these forms in past visual traditions, as offering any indication
that the Umayyad makers and patrons conceived of these forms in the same way. It is
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interesting to note that his critique here bears an ironic resemblance to that of Rogers’s on
Formation, particularly in his discussion of attributing motivation to patrons.177
The convergence of Grabar’s and Rogers’s criticisms hints to a common set of
assumptions that existed within the field at that time. Two scholars who are seemingly
diametrically opposed in their methods and interpretations come to understand meaning
and form in the same way. While we can clearly see much back and forth critique
between Grabar, Rogers, Morony, Dodd, Ettinghausen and others, they all share a basic
linguistic understanding of meaning in relation to visual form. That linguistic
understanding will become an important point to bear in mind further in this study, when
the question of meaning and form is directly approached in my own interpretations which
also consider visual experience as a central area of inquiry in understanding the art and
architecture of the early Islamic period. My entire second chapter is devoted to this
subject, and yields original results that have until now been largely beyond the purview
of conventional scholarship in the field.
The second basic assumption that comes across in Grabar’s interpretations, and
that largely goes unmentioned in the reviews, is an overall presumption that Umayyad art
and architecture, whatever the context, can be validly perceived as engaging within a
discourse among imperial superpowers. As an interpretive tendency this is perhaps not
far off, and by and large, it is a valid assumption to make. When it becomes the only
heuristic model by which to pursue research questions of the Umayyad visual tradition,
however, it tends to foster a scholarly landscape that can become short- sighted. This
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critique is not addressed at any one of the discrete arguments within Formation, but
rather to the trends of scholarship that come out of them when such diverse topics as the
appearance of the Dome of the Rock, the figuration/aniconism debate, a small fresco
painting of a royal entourage, and other examples are all thought (or seen) through the
lens of superpower rivalries. This assessment is explicitly stated by Terry Allen, in a selfpublished set of essays, some of which are directly responsive to Formation: “the
changes of the seventh century simply reflect the transition from pre-Islamic to Islamic
political and religious regimes: they occur in official art (not, for example in pottery) and
they are linked to religious precepts.”178 Allen demonstrates here an awareness of the
different registers of the visual arts during this period. One can draw from this for
instance that the fresco painting of the six kings at Qusayr ‘Amra is contextually an
entirely different animal from say the Dome of the Rock as understood by al-Muqaddasi.
In the final section of this review we will assess Grabar’s response to his critics,
as manifested within the revised 1987 edition of Formation, and examine how he
contextualizes his study within the field of early Islamic art, as it existed in the early
1970s. This will lead us to consider those whom he identifies as his scholarly forbearers
including Jean Sauvaget, K.A.C. Creswell, and Ernst Herzfeld.
The postscriptum to the 1987 edition of Formation is largely a self-laudatory
reflection upon the place of the work both within the specific field of Islamic art and
architecture and its significance for a broader public audience.179 Grabar identifies three
areas of revision to his arguments —‘History and Chronology, ‘Theory and
178
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Interpretation,’ and ‘Past and Present.’ Following the various concerns of the reviews, the
first two of these categories are of most relevance to this discussion. In the first section
on chronology he directly responds to Rogers’s concern, voiced at the end of his review,
that it is impossible to consider the period of artistic production between the 7th and 10th
centuries as a fully coherent sequence.180 He concedes that the first edition “did not try to
contrast the Umayyad period, in part a continuation of past visual traditions without a
particular Islamic meaning, with the ninth century Abbasid, in which forms and
directions arose from the new Islamic civilization.”181 While this periodization was not so
explicitly stated within the 1973 Formation, it most definitely was present in the
underlying argumentation regarding the set of Umayyad palaces.
In the ‘theory and interpretation’ section, Grabar presents a condensed and
simplified rendition of Formation’s basic hypothesis: “the creation of an Islamic art was
not the result of an artistic or aesthetic doctrine inspired by the new religion or even by
social or other consequences of the prophetic message, but consisted in transforming
preceding traditions compatible with the as yet barely formulated identity of the Muslim
community and at times trying to serve its needs or to proclaim its presence.”182 Most
certainly in response to Rogers’s critique, though not fashioned as such, Grabar takes the
opportunity to further speculate upon the identity of the agents behind these changes,
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coming to the conclusion that the process was carried out by “a collective consensus.”183
In so doing, he fashions Formation as a work that has critical and conceptual implications
for the understanding of the arts within societies undergoing ideological and doctrinal
transformations.184
While Grabar’s retrospective postscriptum responds to his critics and situates his
work within broader pan-art-historical questions, his introductory remarks in addition to
his much later 2005 recollections map the Formation within the contemporary state of
Umayyad art historiography.185 Within these remarks, four scholars are cited as being
particularly impactful: Ernst Herzfeld, Ugo Monneret de Villard, K.A.C. Creswell, and
Jean Sauvaget.186 Among these figures, it is Creswell and Sauvaget, and particularly their
opposing outlooks, that defined the field of Umayyad art and architecture at the moment
of Grabar’s first involvement. Herzfeld and de Villard can be seen more as theoretical
progenitors, in vastly different respects, of the scope and structure of Formation, and in
turn contribute to the theoretical understandings of Flood which then heavily inform the
Age of Transition exhibition.
Grabar allots remarkably scant page space in Formation to discussion of his
scholarly predecessors and his relations to them. Aside from a little over three pages of
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his introductory remarks, and the bibliographical endnotes, there is a decided avoidance
of lengthy historiographical issues.187 Still, in a review of the second edition of
Creswell’s Early Muslim Architecture, Grabar plainly articulates his own relation to the
field: “Creswell’s pen or Madame Gautier’s [van Berchem] are often acerbic at the
expenses of Sauvaget, H. Stern, E. Diez, or myself. The point is not however, whether
Creswell or others are right, but that the arguments of Sauvaget, Stern, and my own have
often not been grasped.”188 These remarks come one year prior to the publication of
Formation, however the work of his that he makes reference to is one whose main
argument would later be incorporated into the text: his study of the Dome of the Rock
appearing in Ars Orientalis.189
The work under review, Creswell’s Early Muslim Architecture, was first
published in 1932, and following major relevant archaeological discoveries between that
time and the mid- nineteen sixties, was in need of an updated edition. The first two
volumes of this massive and otherwise ‘decadent’ publication cover the monuments of
the early Islamic period up through the Umayyads. Grabar calls this work, “a superb
dictionary of forms and of monuments.”190 Indeed, the lack of any kind of theoretical
engagement with the visual material is made up for in the most minute and careful
description and renderings of the monuments, making it an incredibly useful reference
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guide to Umayyad art and architecture. The closest Creswell gets to any kind of broad
theoretical statement is in the introductory remarks to his volumes; “chronology is the
spinal column of history.”191 He arranges his work thusly; placing monuments dated
precisely onto fixed points to serve as beacons by which all other works can be related or
ordered. The only cultural context given to the monuments is in the form of extensive
bibliographic material of both primary textual sources and secondary studies; however,
these are never offered as part of any overarching or grand narrative. It is, thus,
remarkably difficult to summarize such a project’s findings.
Of course, one does not need Grabar’s review to track the mutual contempt
between Creswell and Sauvaget. In writing on the origins of the mosque, Sauvaget
specifically discusses Creswell’s lack of consideration of the social context of mosque
architecture, implying that he only sees the architectural form of such monuments as the
Great Mosque of Damascus, merely constructed at the whim of the builders.192 Indeed,
Grabar takes to the methodologies of Sauvaget, especially in thinking through form in
relation to function, utilizing not only archaeological remains but also a corpus of early
Islamic written material, particularly that which chronicled court ceremonies. Tracing the
specific sets of arguments put forth by Sauvaget and following their consideration within
Grabar’s work is beyond the scope of this discussion. It is important, however, to
recognize that these are the two voices, -- two highly cantankerous voices, -- that largely
defined the field of early Islamic art and architecture at the time of Grabar’s publication.
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In 1966, Grabar penned an introduction and composed a supplementary critical
bibliography to the posthumously published, and incomplete, Introduzione Allo Studio
Dell’Archeologia Islamica by Ugo Monneret De Villard.193 This is a gesture done largely
in tribute to the scope of Villard’s work and particularly his methodologies. In particular,
Grabar lauded de Villard’s attempt to compose what he termed a “total history” of the
early Islamic period, which would include archaeological and art historical data, along
with textual sources, papyrus, currencies, and other relevant materials.194 Grabar quite
directly compares Monneret De Villard’s work with that of Sauvaget’s in terms of
methodological approaches. He identifies Monneret De Villard as one of the first to ask
the question, ‘why and how was Islamic art formed?’ Clearly Grabar demonstrates an
affinity for this kind of large question thinking. He is also careful to note that Monneret
De Villard considered Umayyad art and architecture as not emerging from a cultural
vacuum, and as one that was deeply rooted in the traditions of the Arabian Peninsula as
well as one that engaged with the Christian art of the Near East.195
Of all the figures mentioned in this section, the most space in Grabar’s
introduction is given to Ernst Herzfeld, particularly his lengthy article: “The Genesis of
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Islamic Art and the Mshatta Problem.”196 For Grabar, Herzfeld was, “first to recognize
that the problems of an art created in the unique historical circumstances of Islamic art
cannot be explained in purely formal or purely art historical terms.”197 Like Sauvaget and
Monneret De Villard, Herzfeld was, “conscious…of the importance of theoretical and
abstract considerations.”198 In the next section of this chapter we will consider these ideas
more closely, in relation to the defining event of that time, the installation of the Mshatta
façade in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum in Berlin.

1903/4: The Mshatta Façade Installed in Berlin

Some three decades after the installation of the Mshatta façade in the Kaiser
Friedrich Museum in Berlin, the philosopher Martin Heidegger gave an address to the
Kunstwissenschaftliche Gesellschaft in Freiburg that would later be published as “The
Origin of the Work of Art.”199 In this publication, an extended analysis of the ontological
nature of the art-work, he offers an extraordinary description of a Greek temple:
“Standing there, the building rests on rocky ground. This resting of the work draws up
out of the rock the mystery of that rock’s clumsy yet spontaneous support. Standing there,
the building holds its ground against the storm raging above it and so first makes the
storm manifest in its violence. The luster and gleam of the stone, though itself apparently
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glowing only by the grace of the sun, yet first brings light the light of day, the breadth of
the sky, the darkness of the night. The temple’s firm towering makes visible the invisible
space of air…the temple-work standing there, opens up a world and at the same time sets
this world back on earth.”200
The temple brings forth and sets up a world. It makes visible the features of this
world in a non-objective way, not as a set of quantifiable objects but rather their being as
they relate to each other and to us.201 This setting-forth is placed in stark contrast to the
“setting-up” of the art-work in a collection or exhibition, where it has withdrawn from its
own world and exists as a mere object subject to scientific analysis and the like.202 This
museological withdrawal is something different from the withdrawal of the art-work from
the earth, in which “historical man grounds his dwelling in the world.”203 The work
enables this world to be brought forth, to be presenced.
In a certain way this consideration of the work of art in its duality of being is
relevant to our understanding of the Mshatta façade and its installation. To consider the
Mshatta façade is to consider it in all of its iterations that can be readily observed in the
various ways it has come to be represented in the late 19th and early 20th century. It made
a visual impression upon the many travelers who encountered it in situ south of Amman,
including the Italian photographer Tancrède Dumas who photographed its entrance portal
in 1875 (fig. 1.17). Documentary schematics of the façade were drawn up in preparation
for shipment to Hamburg in some 422 separate packing crates (fig. 1.18). Subsequent to
200
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its journey, it was photographed in its site of installation in the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum
in Berlin (fig. 1.19). Its details then came to be documented, taxonomized, and debated
within art historical circles where it came to be subject to minute examination in art
historical publications such as Bruno Schultz and Josef Strzygowski‘s lengthy study
appearing in the 1904 edition of the Jahrbuch Preußischen Kunstsammlungen (fig. 20).204
The Mshatta façade was a material and elemental spectacle to its initial European
‘discoverers,’ but one that was quickly absorbed into intricate art historical discourse. It
was subjected to various visual reconstructions, formal analyses, and situated within
variously proposed art historical narratives. Its attribution to a given time-period and
visual tradition directly informed its art historical meaning and significance. As we will
see, these attributions were highly variable, with significant art-historical stakes. Amidst
all of this, the façade remained an immense monumental and visual presence before its
beholders.
The adoption and subsequent deployment of the façade into the art historical
discourse of the early 20th century resulted in its status as a visual and experiential
spectacle falling by the wayside, at least within the scholarly community. The
implications of this turn were immense, as it muted the possibility of pursuing lines of
inquiry that were not commensurate with those of its early 20th century art historical
interpreters. Over the course of this chapter we have come to know the structural
character of this field as one that is accretive, in that trajectories of progress occur by
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means of the steady advancement and honing of prior scholarship. With this kind of
structure in place, the impact of the early scholarly work on the understanding of the
Mshatta façade was immense, as we will see.
As a recent publication by Eva-Maria Troelenberg, Mschatta in Berlin:
Grundsteine Islamischer Kunst, has shown, the reception history of the Mshatta façade is
one that is multi-faceted and speaks to a whole host of concerns, not merely those related
specifically to the history of Islamic art history.205 Rather than recapitulate this reception
history in its entirety, this section will focus upon three encounters with the façade, two
in situ and one in the museum; those of its first discoverers and that of Ernst Herzfeld.206
This comparison is instructive in many ways for my purposes. It will show three very
different kinds of encounters with this monument/‘object’, and give us an understanding
of the direction of scholarship, and the routes taken and not taken in the study of this
monument. Following this review, I shall reflect upon the implications of this story for
the study of Umayyad art and architecture, and outline how it speaks to wider trends
observed in the field. I shall also consider how it will inform the directions that I take in
the subsequent two chapters of the dissertation.
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The ‘discovery’ of the Mshatta palace occurred twice: once in 1841 by the
English traveler and archaeologist, Sir Austen Henry Layard, and then again in 1872 by
the English biblical explorer, Henry Baker Tristram.207 It is interesting to note that among
the several of the ‘desert palaces’ discussed in the dissertation, Mshatta enters the
discourse of European scholarship substantially earlier than the two others; Khirbat alMafjar and Qusayr ‘Amra. Qusayr ‘Amra is first encountered by Alois Musil in 1898 and
Khirbat al-Mafjar is excavated only in the 1930s.208
The events surrounding the ‘discovery’ of Mshatta are recounted in Layard’s
Early Adventures in Persia, Susiana, and Babylonia, and in Tristram’s The Land of
Moab: Travels and Discoveries on the East Side of the Dead Sea and the Jordan. These
travel accounts offer us retrospective assessments of the moment of first encounter
between the travelers and the site.209 When read today, they appear to be steeped in a kind
of orientalist melodrama that exemplify the ideological inclinations of a European
adventurer class. It would be an easy task to subsume these accounts within such
interpretive frameworks; however, there are several reasons why they remain valuable,
aside from their kitsch appeal. Their importance is two-fold: they offer an idea of a ‘first
impression’ i.e. memories of visual intensity, and secondly, they are methodologically
207

See Layard 1887, 114-115 and Tristram 1873, 210-231. Tristram’s encounter with
Mshatta is mentioned in Layard’s text, as the chronicle of his journey is published
considerably later than it was undertaken. There is mention in Tristram’s account of an
earlier sighting by a Captain Warren of the Palestine Exploration Fund’s “Expedition
East of Jordan.”
208
For further information on the discovery of Qusayr ‘Amra see the first chapter of
Fowden’s study, “Musil’s Fairytale Castle,” Fowden, Qusayr ‘Amra, 1-30; and see D.C.
Baramki’s first excavation report, D.C. Baramki, “Excavations at Khirbet El Mefjer,” The
Quarterly of the Department of Antiquities in Palestine 5 (1936): 132-138.
209
For an in-depth analysis of these publications see Troelenberg, Mschatta, 27-47.
90

portentous texts that foresaw the critical reception and intellectual engagement with the
façade, which we will come to see in the publication of Herzfeld’s ‘Genesis,’ and
beyond.
Of the two, Layard offers the most dramatized account, gathered from the notes
he collected while on an “adventurous journey and residence among some of the wildest
tribes of Persia in the years 1840, 1841, and 1842.”210 While traveling north towards
Amman, he “spent the night in some Arab tents which had been pitched near the remains
of a spacious and magnificent building in a style of architecture unknown to me.
Ornaments of great delicacy and beauty, carved in the solid stone masonry, covered a part
of its façade, decorated the doors and windows, and were carried in bands round the
walls.”211 This aesthetic consideration of what was identified as “Sheta, or Mashita,” by
Layard’s informers was paired with a dramatic rendering of the circumstances by which
he viewed the monument. 212 “The extreme solitude and desolation of the site was only
broken by the occasional appearance of a half-naked Arab, who was curiously watching
my movements, persuaded that I was searching for treasure. The suspicion with which I
was regarded prevented me from making even a slight sketch of these ruins.”213
The juxtaposition of a carefully considered aesthetic assessment with a tensionfilled recounting of the conditions of viewership is especially stark. The monument is
said to carry attributes of stylistically unknown beauty that are situated in a dangerous
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and desolate setting. Something of this is conveyed by the Tancrède Dumas photograph,
where the photographer has positioned a figure in Arab dress just to the left of the
entrance portal (see fig. 1.17). This description, written in retrospective it is important to
remember, is one that renders Mshatta as a hulking mystery, almost miraculous in
appearance in an environment that only adds to its otherworldly quality. In many ways,
this account prefigures the later reception the Mshatta façade would receive—its
unknown stylistic provenance, its presence within a spatial void attesting to its
singularity, and the connotations of adventurism and notoriety, that later would be
strengthened by the means by which it came to be installed in the Kaiser Friedrich
museum.
We have in Tristram’s account what might be considered the first in-depth art
historical analysis of Mshatta. He dedicates some twenty pages to the monument within
The Land of Moab plus an additional chapter, “The Persian Palace of Mâshitâ,” by an art
historian, James Fergusson. As stated in Tristram’s introductory remarks, the object of
The Land of Moab, “was a careful examination of the present state of a country
frequently referred to in the Old Testament Scriptures, and intimately connected with
Jewish history, but which has not been traversed at leisure by any explorer since the fall
of the Roman empire.”214 The prose overall has a documentary focus that befits these
remarks. The work also includes some 41 illustrations in addition to a frontispiece which
depicts a hypothetical reconstruction of the Mshatta façade (fig 1.21). Of these, eight of
them feature, in some fashion or another, views of Mshatta that include several detailed
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studies of the southern façade, a ground plan of the entire complex, and a view of what
remains of the palace’s interior. (figs.1.22-1.26).
These illustrations and the accompanying formal description claim to offer the
reader a documentary knowledge of the site. However, Tristram was unable to determine
the identity of the builders without the help of an art historian, James Fergusson: “the
whole question continued to be an insoluble mystery to us while we remained in the
country; and it was only on our return that Mr. Fergusson promptly and kindly solved the
problem for us, and gave the key to it, referring it to the Sassanian dynasty of Persian
kings, and to the history of Chosroes II, and fixing the date to be A.D. 614.”215 Fergusson
comes to this conclusion largely by associating the construction of the palace with
historical events related to the Sasanian conquest of this region in the sixth century as
recounted in Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.216 He also makes
stylistic comparisons to a variety of examples for the purposes of crafting the rendering
of the façade as it would have supposedly looked in its entirety, which eventually would
feature as the book’s frontispiece. These comparisons included the 6th Century Taq-i
Kisra at Cteisiphon , the 10th century rear exterior of the Cathedral of Santa Maria and
San Donato in Murano, and various “Persian and Indian mosques.”217
The visual reconstruction generated by this comparative exercise which is simply
labeled “Extreme façade, Palace of Mashita,” is extraordinary in several ways, and
speaks to many of the trends discussed above. Perhaps, the most startling aspect of this
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frontispiece image is that the actual façade of Mshatta fades into the background, as
much more exuberant visual elements effectively outshone it, in particular the mounted
horseman above the central portal and the cupolas atop the two central protrusions.
Fergusson finds justification for this rendering by turning towards what he sees as
Mshatta’s stylistic precedents and antecedents: “ample means exist for its restoration to
the height of twenty or twenty-two feet from what was the original ground-line. Above
that we are dependent on our knowledge of other buildings of the same age and style.”218
He concedes that the number of comparative examples is fairly limited, but that a
sufficient amount exist that can lead to a restoration that carries “a very fair amount of
certainty.”219 He devotes the majority of his chapter in Tristram’s volume to explaining
his choices, which often have a cut-and-paste character. There is one moment in the text
where he appears to limit himself: “I would have liked to add some ornament on the
summit, but have no authority for it.”220
Despite these supposed self-imposed limits, Fergusson has demonstrated how the
façade was visually capable of spawning what is, in effect, an architectural flight of
fancy. This is the visual analog of the florid written narrative seen in Layard’s travel
account. Despite Tristram’s text appearing to be more “scientific” and having much more
in common with the later art historical research that was to come, Fergusson’s
contribution certainly indulges in and attests to the visual spectacle of Mshatta and its
experiential power to evoke a cacophony of visual associations. At the same time, the
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kind of art historical interpretations here are not altogether alien from what we will see in
subsequent scholarship.
It is interesting to compare this rendering with the suggested reconstruction
offered by the architect Bruno Schulz in a 1904 joint publication with Josef Strzygowski,
which appeared in the Jahrbuch Preußischen Kunstsammlungen around the time of the
façade’s transit from Jordan to Berlin (fig. 1.27).221 This image presents us with a study
in contrast to the Fergusson sanctioned reconstruction. While both employ the same
underlying structural elements, Schulz decides to leave the entire façade vacant of any
kind of embellishment aside from the already existing remains, giving an impression of
austerity. This drastically more conservative take on the hypothetical reconstruction is in
line with the very sober and analytical approach taken to describe the façade in Schulz’s
article. As Troelenberg characterizes it: “the “monstrosity” was now placed on the
dissecting table of comparative art history.”222 One could also say that by emphasizing
the fortified nature of the façade, the monument is being interpreted less as a kind of
fantastical pleasure palace and more as a functional castrum.
Yet, for a moment let us set aside these interpretations, and their historiographical
implications, and just consider how both of these reconstructions visually frame the
façade. As stated above, the Fergusson rendering shows us the façade’s capacity for
initiating a visual spectacle, one that is in keeping with the kind of Orientalist melodrama
employed in textual accounts. The Schulz rendering presents the carved façade as some
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kind of alien presence atop a decidedly artistically austere background, one not in
keeping with the exuberance of the façade. In a way, this choice resembles its installation
in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum; it is presented singly as the main event, as the object of
interpretation to be deciphered, and as such serves as a visual instantiation of the
transition made as the façade moved from its place of origin in the Jordanian desert to
Berlin, and into the hands of a cast of art historians.223
The Mshatta façade had been the subject of a numerous art historical inquiries
even before the publication of Herzfeld’s article in the first edition of the journal Der
Islam in 1910.224 We will dispense with a survey of this scholarship both in the interest of
space, and the fact that it has been thoroughly traced by such scholars as Eva-Maria
Troelenberg, Suzanne Marchand, Jas Elsner, and many others. Instead, and much more
relevant for our purposes, I will trace the ways in which Herzfeld’s text interacts with the
Mshatta façade as a physical and experiential object.
By titling his article “The Mshatta Problem and the Genesis of Islamic Art,”
Herzfeld sets the parameters in a way akin to Grabar when in the prefatory remarks to
The Formation of Islmaic Art describes his text as something between a survey text and a
monograph.225 The article is neither a singular treatment of Mshatta nor a broad survey of
every known monument of the early Islamic period. It is something in between, but what
is clear is that Mshatta, and the question of its dating, is absolutely essential in order to
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address the greater question of how Islamic art came to be. He states this question in the
following way, “how was it possible for a unique art form to evolve throughout the entire
Islamic world from Gibraltar to India, Sudan to Turkestan.”226 This problem is compared
to that of ‘Hellenistic’ art, which has an analogous geographical range yet with one
important contrasting difference: “they brought their artists with them… ‘Umar and alWalid had neither artisans nor artists among their ranks; they lacked all artistic traditions
and aesthetic requirements.”227
The premise that the instigators of the Islamic conquest did not bring with them
any artistic traditions or makers is key to understanding Herzfeld’s theoretical outlook. If
the conquering Arabs were cultural receivers, then to understand their artistic production
is to identify their influences. In a way, this is a very museological approach to this
question: it is as if the cultural actors of the Islamic conquest upon entering the central
Islamic lands and the greater Mediterranean had found themselves within a museum
setting, able to pick and choose from a full panoply of the artistic traditions of the Late
Antique world. Of the seven traits Herzfeld ascribes to Umayyad architecture, based upon
his observations of the Dome of the Rock, five relate to this outlook: “the connection
with old types put to new uses with empirically acquired adaptations…adaptation of old
methods of construction…the use of antique spolia…knowledge of the traditional laws of
architectural aesthetics…the cooperation of foreign artists and artisans…close
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juxtaposition of western and eastern, local and imported elements.”228 These criteria
would become the basis, later in the essay, by which he argues for an Umayyad
attribution for the Mshatta façade.
Along with these quoted traits, Herzfeld brings one other piece of historical
information to bear in his interpretation and dating of the façade: the cultural institution
of corvée, the organization of labor by which this, and other monuments of the Umayyads
were built. His understanding of the conditions of production during the Umayyad period
derive from historical sources compiled by such historians as Becker and de Vogüé.229
These sources cite historical texts which document the construction of the Great Mosque
of Damascus and the Dome of the Rock respectively. From this information Herzfeld
concludes: “the various artisans, including the imported ones, worked in groups under the
supervision of official executive architects and along with cheaper native builders’
assistants. However, these supervising officials could not interfere with the specialized
work of foreign artisans, such as Byzantine mosaicists.”230 Herzfeld comes to see this
practice of building as one of the keys to understanding early Islamic art.231 However, it
is important to note that Herzfeld leaves unclear the question of how this forced labor
workforce would have interacted with the figure of the patron. He assumes that this force
would have brought their own visual traditions to bear in such projects, however by
228
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definition in a forced labor scenario, presumably it would be the patron who decides what
is built at a programmatic level, and not this workforce.
When he turns his evaluative lens to Mshatta, it is the conditions of production,
namely the ethnicities of the builders, craftsmen, and architects of the various
components of the complex that make up the central focus of his analysis. Each given
visual form, be it the tri-conch “basilical hall” or the methods of construction, ashlar
masonry or brick, is affiliated with a given ethnicity.232 This type of analysis is then
carried out upon the façade from which he identified four stylistic groups: “Syrian,
Egyptian, northwest Mesopotamian and Iraqi.”233 He lends this analysis further
specificity: “one may therefore assume that only two stonemasons worked on one field
[i.e. triangular composition], and in such a way that they divided the field symmetrically
among themselves. We may further assume that 6 Syrians, 16 Copts, 16 Mesopotamians
and 4 Iraqis were at work there.”234 Such an astounding level of detail was solely based
upon Herzfeld’s stylistic analysis of the façade, as there are no textual documents that
chronicle Mshatta’s construction. Of course, the idea that visual form can autonomously
tell us the ethnicity of its builders does not begin with Herzfeld, but is very much a
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product of the art historiographic environment in which he was embedded in early 20th
century Berlin.235
This ethnic ‘profiling’ of the façade’s makers enables Herzfeld to assert with
confidence an Umayyad attribution for Mshatta: “one may state that this or that
decorative or structural element may have had a different origin, this or that might have
originated already earlier than after the sixth century... Mshatta as it is, as a whole and in
detail, is Umayyad.”236 His essay ends on this incredibly exuberant note, declaring “we
have won a huge realm for Islamic art” while outlining the various museum pieces and
archaeological remains that can now be attributed to this period.237
It is clear that by the time of Herzfeld Mshatta had not only become a museum
object in a literal way, but also came to be understood in a scholarly way as such. It
longer carried the mysterious and melodramatic presence that was once perceived by its
first ‘discoverers.’ Rather, its visual character was used as a means by which to establish
an art historical timeline, and to stake out a territory of inquiry within a museological
space. This is a far cry from what we saw in the work of Tristram, where Mshatta was
textually rendered as an Orientalist spectacle, and in Layard where it was visually
rendered on the frontispiece of the publication as a visual spectacle. If we think back to
the selection from Heidegger with which I opened this section, it is clear that Mshatta
over the course of its 19th and early 20th century historiography fell into his category of
museological withdrawal. What was gained in the close stylistic reading of the façade
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also resulted in a loss, namely the physical and elemental presence of it before its
viewers. It is this loss, largely ignored by the subsequent developments in the history of
Umayyad art and architecture outlined in this chapter, that I will pick up along new lines
in the next chapter as I consider the experiential dimension of this visual corpus.
To conclude this chapter, these three long-form reviews leave us with two general
observations that are important to consider briefly here in order to contextualize my work
in the following two chapters. First, the general shape of the field appears to be one of
continued sharpening of prior ideas and concepts rather than true reframing. For instance,
we can see how the three modes of artistic influence that Ettinghausen establishes in
From Byzantium to Sasanian Iran and the Islamic World: transfer, adoption, and
integration re-emerge in Flood’s Great Mosque of Damascus as his concept of
translation. In Grabar’s Formation we see a similar framing of the overall ‘problem’ of
early Islamic art and architecture as found in Herzfeld, yet with a more refined
understanding of cultural trends and art historical methods. Of course, these kinds of
close relationships are expected to occur in any field with a relatively small number of
practitioners. However, it is the intention of the following two chapters of the dissertation
to shift our focus methodologically to other aspects of Umayyad visual traditions, moving
beyond the nexus of work outlined above.
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Chapter Two: Space, Motion, Spectacle, and the Experience of Umayyad
Architecture
“Walid emerges as a person who enjoyed teasing, disconcerting, or sometimes shocking his company,
whether friends or critics. In his establishment in the Ghawr there are puzzling, unexpected, and even
amusing features where the hand of just sort a person can be recognized.”
-Robert Hamilton, “Walid and His Friends”238
“A Happening has no plot, no obvious “philosophy,” and is materialized in an improvisatory fashion, like
jazz, and like much contemporary painting, where we do not know exactly what is going to happen next.
The action leads itself any way it wishes, and the artist controls it only to the degree that it keeps on
“shaking.””
-Allan Kaprow, “Happenings in the New York Scene”239

This chapter considers vision as a bodily and subjective sensation that facilitates
affective relationships between viewers and their built environment. It examines what the
built remains and other visual remnants of the period can tell us of how the experiential
aspect of sight was conceptualized. This includes any aspect of visual perception that is
not related to the apprehension of meaning by the viewer. Sight is examined in its
elemental form by considering its interaction with the physicality of the perceivable
world. The art and architecture of the Umayyad period showed a particular concern with
this relationship, and this chapter discusses several of these cases in great depth.
The chapter begins by considering some remarkable Umayyad representations of
built space. These include three folios that collectively could have made up the front
matter to a Qur’an discovered in the Great Mosque of Sanaa. These folios contain two
images resembling architectural plans of mosques. The section will also consider a series
of images of monumental structures rendered in mosaic on the walls surrounding the
238

Robert Hamilton, Walid and His Friends: An Umayyad Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1988), 21.
239
Alan Kaprow, “Happenings in the New York Scene,” in Essays on the Blurring of Art
and Life, ed. Jeff Kelley (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 18-19.
102

courtyard of the Great Mosque of Damascus. These examples show various ways to
render visible space, and thus comment upon how space was perceived in relation to a
beholder, a viewing subject. These renderings thus are a means by which to access a
conceptual understanding of the relationship between visual perception, viewing subjects,
and built space.
The second part introduces motion as an additional conceptual variable in the
investigation of visual perception. Umayyad-era makers utilized an understanding of the
kinetics of sight in order to produce programmatic spaces that would interact not with a
stationary viewership, but with one in motion. This section considers several monumental
spaces along these terms. The Dome of the Rock has a visual program that very
obviously caters to viewers engaging with its artistic content while in motion, though in
ways beyond the expected circumambulation. Also discussed is the case of the Mshatta
façade, one of the subjects of the first chapter, where conceiving the façade as perceived
in motion enables an entirely new reading of the visual composition, one that
deconstructs one of the classic tropes of Islamic art; the dichotomy between the figural
and the aniconic.
It ends by examining two spaces: the bathhouse reception hall at Khirbat alMafjar and the bathhouse of Qusayr ‘Amra. The former is a space of multimedia display
that contained fresco paintings, three -dimensional figural sculpture, and mosaic floor
compositions. The fresco images at Qusayr ‘Amra are among the most extensive of any
preserved from the Late Antique period. Together, these spaces are evidence of
significant cultural and monetary investment in visual experience. These are spaces in
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which visual form is seemingly given no limits; it is free to explore all possibilities of its
working repertoire. In modern parlance, we would consider these to be visual spectacles.
In this section, the term ‘spectacle’ is contextually examined in order to develop a
conceptual understanding of what it might have meant in the Umayyad period.

Finding the Beholder in Representations of Space: The Sana’a Qur’an and the Great
Mosque of Damascus

This section will consider two instances of representations of space within the
Umayyad visual tradition: the architectural renderings on the folios that make up the
frontispiece of the Sana’a Qur’an, and a selection of the original Umayyad mosaic
compositions on the walls surrounding the courtyard of the Great Mosque of Damascus.
Representations of space are a kind of trace, a visual articulation of how an artist sees,
experiences, and thinks through the perceivable world. These selected examples provide
us with an idea of how this was done in the Umayyad period. By conducting close visual
readings of these representations, we will be able to come to see how artists at the time
understood their visual world, and by what terms their visual perception of that world
came across within their artistic works.
Of course, these artists were not picturing their built visual world in a vacuum,
they were doing so with viewers in mind. As we will come to see, the Umayyad visual
tradition was one that was centrally concerned with exploring various ways in which
visual experience was to be understood and worked through. This intellectual exploration
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took place in a diverse set of media including manuscript illustration, compositions in
mosaics, and fresco painting. The close visual readings offered below will show us the
remarkable attention paid to understanding visual perception as a subjective
phenomenon, one that could be manipulated in various ways, and one that was of
sufficient import to be worthy of representation in such venues as an elite Qur’an
manuscript and a Caliphal Mosque.
The first of these cases to be examined include several pages from the Sana’a
Qur’an, named for its place of discovery during renovations in the upper rafters of the
Great Mosque of Sana’a where they were discovered in 1972 along with some 40,000
other manuscript fragments.240 They are dated by radiocarbon to between 657-690 C.E.
and by other chemical techniques to between 700 and 730 C.E.241 Their place of creation
is unknown. The first three folios that collectively make up the frontispiece of the Qur’an
contain no text, but are rather illustrations of indeterminant identification.242
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The first is the most fragmented of these, making whatever is depicted extremely
difficult to discern, as only the right half of the page is in a semi-intact state (fig. 2.1). In
spite of the page’s worn appearance, it is still possible to hypothesize the basic form of
the composition based on the remaining fragment, as made clear by the red highlights
superimposed atop the remaining lines and circles in this image (fig. 2.2.). The center of
the page contains a ring made up of two circles, one inscribed inside the other. Although
the details are extremely hard to make out, it appears that the zone between the two
circles was embellished, perhaps with a vine scroll, this is most clearly seen in the three
to six o’clock position. This ring is surrounded by what most likely is an eight-pointed
star shape, if the image were in fact symmetrical down a central longitudinal axis.243This
star is formed by two sets of parallel lines, and like the circles, with one inscribed inside
the other. In between these two star formations is a vine scroll pattern rendered with a
light ink, contrasting with a dark shadowy background. Whatever kind of pattern or
content existed within the confines of the inner circles has since been worn away, and is
impossible to properly discern.244
Along with these basic geometric forms, the other prominent visible feature of the
composition are two cypress-shaped trees each flanked by a pair of tear-drop shaped leaf
forms that sprout from the main body of the trees. These trees, located at inner-facing
Damascus, 63-64; Flood, “Qur’an,” 266-268 ; Oleg Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament,
155-162; Alain George, The Rise of Islamic Calligraphy, 79-86.
243
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Unlike the following two pages, for which I have high-resolution images, this page
was only available to me in a comparatively lower resolution. It is possible that additional
content could be discerned, particularly in the center of the page, if a higher resolution
image were available.
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angles of the outer star formation corresponding to the two-o-clock and four-o-clock
position, are attached to narrow trunks that each pass through the star formation’s vine
scroll and ultimately terminate at the outer edge of the central ring. Less well-preserved
remnants of these tree-like forms are preserved at the adjacent inner facing angles of the
outer star formation. At the five-o-clock position we can observe the blurred outline of a
central cypress with the symmetrically flanking sprouts. At the one-o-clock position, all
that remains is a blurry remnant of one of the flanking sprouts that points up and to the
left, towards the top of the image. While it is impossible to know for certain, due to the
fragmentary nature of the page, if these tree-like formations populated each of the inner
facing angles of the outer star pattern, but it seems like a likely possibility.
In sum, the remnants of this image permit us to imagine that the complete page
would have consisted of a central ring, the outer edge of which serving as the base for a
series of eight cypress-like trees, attached to trunks positioned in the foreground, relative
to the vine scroll and inhabiting the inner facing angles of the outer star-shaped form.
Beyond this basic configuration, the remaining evidence doesn’t allow for further
speculation. Of course, there is indication from the remaining ink blotches on the page,
especially within the confines of the central ring, that there were certainly other
components of the composition.
Alain George has made the argument that there is a correspondence between this
figure and the ground plan of the Dome of the Rock, which he claims shares the same
underlying geometric composition (fig. 2.3).245 The inclination to pair the image on this
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page to a known Umayyad monument makes sense, given that, as we will see, the
following two pages of the frontispiece are almost certainly representations of actual
buildings. Even though there is a certain logic in thinking that this image would conform
to the other two in a shared subject matter, in this case monumental architecture, a
comparison to the Dome of the Rock is a bit of a stretch. A simple comparison of the
‘ground plans’ makes clear that the closed octagonal contour of the Dome of the Rock
shares nothing in common with the protruding sides of the star-like shape found in the
image.246 George also makes no account for the cypress tree forms, which in the original
un-worn image, would have been of equal visual prominence as the geometric elements.
Furthermore, he also assumes that the ‘ground plan’ as an image genre was one in
circulation at the time.
Despite the inherent problems comparing this image to the Dome of the Rock, it
still makes logical sense to think of it in some way as an architectural space. In particular,
the visual interaction between the cypress trees, their trunks, and the rigid star-shaped
geometrical border gives the viewer a powerful sense of interior and exterior. The fact
that the trees are anchored within the confines of the polygonal star shape, calls to mind
an association with a walled garden, as viewed from above. While the remaining visual
evidence makes it difficult to make more specific claims, it can be said that the image
efforts to depict a built and gardened space, one that is representationally strong enough
for the viewer to make a conceptual leap from the image to a real-world space, whatever
246
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it might be. Thus, the question then becomes what exactly are the implications of having
an image such as this appearing on the first folio of a luxurious and ornate edition of the
Qu’ran.
When one looks at an image like this that is spatially representational, the
referential construction established by the viewer’s power of cognition, necessarily
draws their mind into the space that is the referent of the image. Thus, one comes to
position themselves into the drawing. The viewer looks to the image, and in so doing is
given the visual tools with which to imagine or fantasize about inhabiting such a space.
The image becomes something that is put into analogical relation with the perceivable
world of the viewer. Additionally, if indeed the star-shape formed by the outer border
was indeed perceived to be a star, the viewer would also have possibly made connections
to the celestial sphere as well.
What then about the choice of adding the various trees? If we are to understand
the geometric forms to be representations of something manmade, then the trees, also
representations, act as visual anchors for scaling the representation within a natural order.
If we were to hypothetically think of this illustration without the trees, the geometric
forms would lose all sense of scale, and the image would be an abstract geometric pattern
rather than a representation. The addition of the trees anchors the image in a perceivable
reality. This represented reality is something the viewer can grasp as a spatially relatable
object.
This first image, while very ambiguous aside from the naturalistic cypress trees, is
responsible for the initial inculcation of the viewer into the visual world of the pictures to
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follow. Its makers set up a very particular kind of relationality between the image, the
visual world signified by it, and the viewer who can contemplate him or herself as a
subject existing within a spatial world that can be mapped out and thought through in
relation to the image on the page and to the real world.
The next illustration in the series is also fragmentary, but in a greater state of
preservation than the first (fig. 2.4). The remaining page fragment shows us the left and
center portion of the illustration, with the bottom portion of the right hand side also
preserved. Proceeding from top to bottom: the image is capped by two cypress trees
bearing colored fruit, to the left of which is a tower-like structure featuring a spiral
staircase made up of multi-colored steps. To the right of the trees are two marble columns
with the beginnings of an arch springing from the tops of their capitals. In between the
trees are depictions of smaller plants, though these are slightly worn out and obscured by
two holes in the parchment. Below these trees is the top portion of a thick polychrome
vegetal frame that also descends down the left edge of the image. Below this is the
topmost of four rows of colonnades that run horizontally across the page from the
aforementioned vegetal frame to the central aisle. These colonnades are two-tiered, with
cross-beams between the vertical columns. Just to the right of the right-most of these
columns is the lower portion of the twin columns from which the aforementioned arch
springs, and just to the right of that is the beginning of a staircase, featuring a balustrade,
and ascending to the right. Below each of the crossbeams, hangs what appears to be an oil
lamp, complete with a flame. Surrounding each of these is a yellow sphere, which I
believe is meant to depict glass outer casing, as each has a notched conical top in the
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renderings, which would suggest against the other possibility, that they are meant to
evoke the light emanating from the flames of the lamps. We can also observe that in the
middle two colonnades, the rightmost set of columns are capped by a pointed vault in
contradistinction to the others, all capped with barrel vaults. To the left and right of the
bottom-most colonnade are two highly detailed and polychromatic double-leafed doors.
Below these doors, are sets of stairs that ascend to them from ground level, in between
which is some kind of podium structure supported by small colonettes and a large urn
resting on the ground. The fragment of the preserved right hand side of the page appears
to show a similar arrangement. Oleg Grabar in The Mediation of Ornament provides a
sketched reconstruction of the entire page, assuming that the image was symmetrical
down the central vertical axis (fig. 2.5).
This formal arrangement of the architectonic elements on this page corresponds
closely to what we understand of early Islamic mosque architecture. If we take for
example K.AC. Creswell’s plan of the Great Mosque of Damascus at the time of Caliph
al-Walid, as it appears in Early Muslim Architecture, we can clearly see the relation, with
the series of arcades and the wide central aisle leading to the mihrab (fig. 2.6).247 The
location where the mihrab would be expected to be in the illustration is missing, but we
clearly see the makings of a minbar, with an angled staircase leading up to some kind of
podium. In the upper left corner of the page we see what could be the representation of a
tower with stairs formed by two outer vertical lines, and an interior multi-colored
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staircase. Some have claimed that this is a representation of a minaret, but it, again is
hard to ascertain.248
The image on the third folio fragment of the Sana’a Qur’an shows us a similar
building to that of the ssecond folio, yet one that has a central courtyard rather than
central aisle, and a less structured mihrab zone, yet one that is also lit by hanging lamps
rendered similarly to the previous page (fig. 2.7). There are no exterior towers or traces of
a possible minbar, as in the previous image. As the fragment is of the upper part of the
image, we have no idea as to the appearance of the lower zone, however one can assume
there to be some level of conformity between this image and that on the previous page.
Other than the clear differences in formal arrangement of the interior space with the large
central courtyard, the visual layout remains the same. The placement of flora to top the
image is akin to architectural crenellation, and adds a sense of monumentality to the
complex while simultaneously providing added depth of field to the image. The trees
work to frame the mihrab but also paradoxically exist as its background. Their spatial
status mirrors that of the doors that most likely framed the bottom of the image, in that
their flat-on-the-page position of display is by the rules of space established by the
picture above and behind. They also share the trait of variegation with the doors, a
variegation that invites the eye to wander between the differently rendered trees, some are
the fruited cypress familiar from the last two pages, but these are joined by other types of
trees as well. These include the two more wispy cypress-esque trees that flank either side
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of the ‘mihrab’ arch, as well as the two swirly branched trees located in between the two
sets of fruited cypresses on either side of the arch. Closer to ground level and in between
the larger trees are smaller flowering plants, which bear no uncertain resemblance to the
vegetal motifs in the spandrels between the arches of the colonnades below. This
similarity encourages the construction of an analogical relation between the natural world
and the world of man-made form. As with the second page, Oleg Grabar offers a
reconstruction of this image, again hypothesizing the lower left side by putting an
entrance in mirror image to that which we see in the lower right corner (fig. 2.8).
Like the first image, these two compositions imply a similar conception of their
viewership; however they also convey far more information with which the viewer can
orient and scale themselves than in the case of the octagonal star-shaped plan. Here scale
is anchored by the architectural forms and furnishings; the lamps hanging from each
crossbeam, the sets of doors, staircases, column capitals, large vases flanking the
staircases, and other objects. These components all provide a kind of orientation of scale,
with the single arcade as the basic unit of organization, with an element of fantasy in the
over-sized oil lamps. Moreover, the amount of minute detail of the renderings facilitates a
level of visual absorption on the part of the viewer where they are brought to intimately
inhabit the world of the picture.
These images have naturally elicited comparisons to images of architecture
appearing in a variety of Christian and Jewish religious texts. Those include an Ethiopian
bible from the monastery of Abu Garima in Tigre, dated to the late 5th-early 6th century
and an Arabic Gospel lectionary dated to 859 from the manuscript collection at the Holy
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Monastery of Saint Catherine in the Sinai (figs. 2.9 and 2.10).249 These two examples of
architectural illustration do share some aspects in common with the Sana’a Qur’an
images, but contain neither their obsessive detail nor spatial complexity. Another
interesting comparison outside the realm of manuscript illumination is with an
architectural image that inhabits the central part of a large 8th century bronze tray with
engravings from Iran (fig. 2.11). The tray’s composition consists of a central tondo with
abstracted architectural arches radiating from its outer edges. The interiors of this series
of arches is populated by vegetal ornament, featuring winged palmettes associated with
Sasanian motifs.250 The architectural elements within the tondo share many of the same
attributes with the Sana’a Qur’an images (fig. 2.12). These include the way in which the
arcades of the structure represented in the tondo’s center are oriented in relation to the
viewer, a mihrab-like arch situated above the representations of crenellations, and a
courtyard element just below the colonnade, similar to what we see in the third
illumination of the Sana’a Qu’ran. What the implications of these similarities remain to
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Watson, The Garima Gospels: Early Illuminated Gospel Books from Ethiopia (Oxford:
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be seen, and lie outside the realm of this chapter. However, what is clear is that they
speak to a common language for the visualization of architectural space.
In a chapter that surveys architectural drawings and scrolls in the Islamic world as
part of a lengthier study of the Topkapı Scroll, Gülru Necipoğlu states that the
illustrations of the Sana’a Qur’an are evidence of “conventions for representing
architecture” in the early Islamic period.251 Indeed, von Bothmer makes use of
contemporary comparisons in his study, including such objects as the “mihrab and
‘anaza” drachm type and a detail of frames from the ceiling of Qusayr ‘Amra (figs. 2.132.14).252 These comparisons show that similar techniques of rendering built form were
indeed employed within a wide range of visual settings. The most profound
resemblances, at least in my opinion are the triangular arches that appear both in the
Qusyar ‘Amra frescos and the row of triangular arches just to the left of the wide central
aisle of the mosque represented on the first folio. These resemblances place the Sana’a
Qu’ran in a certain time and in a certain visual tradition. However, what its illustrations
bring to the viewer is something much more complex and profound.
The images on the first three pages of the Sana’a Quran confront the viewer with
spatially ambiguous visual scenarios. These ambiguities cause the viewer to cogitate
upon the spatial status of various elements of these images. Moreover, their format, akin
to the architectural ground plan, brings the viewer to consider these images as
representations of real spaces, or at least hypothetically real spaces, that include not only
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the buildings themselves, but the spaces in front of and behind them. These are buildings
placed into a specific setting, one that is explicitly gardened, judging from the emphasis
placed upon the pruned trees and various other flora. Moreover, the features that
differentiate the second page from the third, such as the presence of a courtyard in the
third, and the wide central aisle in the second, heavily imply for the viewer that these are
intended to be representations of real existing buildings.
The epistemological limits of the evidence cannot support claims for these images
to be representations of specific monuments such as the Great Mosque of Damascus or
the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina, but they do project a visual specificity that would
strongly imply reference to specific kinds of structures. Also the obvious fact that there
are two images and not one adds to this, as the viewer is bound, in looking at both, to
make comparisons between the two. In this exercise of visual comparison, specificity is
disclosed.
What is unclear and perhaps will never be fully ascertained is what exactly this set
of images is doing as the frontispiece of a Qur’an manuscript.253 Are the manuscript
illuminators positing an analogical relationship between congregational mosques and the
holy text? It is certainly true, as Grabar has commented, that these images are not meant
to be representational of any content in the text.254 Certainly they enhance the visual
value of it, and this is Grabar’s conclusion: “[the images] signaled its [the Qur’an’s]
253

The discovery of these pages in 1972 took considerable time to gain currency within
the scholarly community, and while they are featured in a wide set of studies as cited
above, it is still unclear today what they are intended to represent and what their wider
implications may be.
254
Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament, 191. Further examination of comparable Late
Antique manuscript frontispieces might serve to nuance this claim.
116

importance and uniqueness by physically and visually separating it from its surroundings
or by inciting in the user a sentiment of awe, perhaps of holiness, certainly of anticipatory
and sensory pleasure, as he opened the book.”255
Despite the given epistemological limits, we can make a few conclusions about
this very unique set of images that move beyond Grabar’s assessment in Mediation.
Beyond and perhaps simultaneous to their status as representations of existing structures,
these are images that bring their viewer to think about and cogitate upon monumental
space, and the experience of viewing such spaces. Moreover, they speak of an artistic
understanding of what it is to be a viewer, and what the role of the visual perception of
said viewer would be in such a setting. These images are effectively discourses on visual
perception in visual form.
The viewer is made to gaze upon a world of vertically oriented architectural
elements and natural vegetation that are rendered flat on the page. The artists have placed
verticality and depth into an analogical relation by stacking those elements that are
further away in space on top of one another. The visual procedure of ‘looking up to look
through’ gives the viewer a different connection to the image than if looking at either a
top-down ground plan or the orientations offered by the comparative images discussed
above. The cognitive action of thinking through these stacks of arches as they exist flat
on the page and as they exist vertically in the hypothetically real space creates an
oscillation that animates the page. We can imagine a viewer with these pages laid out in a
flat position before them, looking down upon them and picturing themselves just behind
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the large doors in the central foreground, gazing down the row of arcades, punctuated by
the wider central aisle at the end of which sat, most likely, a wooden minbar. These are
renderings that pull one into their space, that readily invites the viewer to imagine not
only their real-world referents, be they the Prophet’s mosque in Medina, the Great
Mosque of Damascus, or some other building, but also to imagine the very experience of
viewing monumental architecture as it was understood at the time. Moreover, they
encourage the eye to journey through the image with no set route in particular, and
thereby giving the viewer an understanding of vision as a journey undertaken in space
and time. This is a concept of visuality that will be seen to be enacted again and again
within the various Umayyad monuments of this study including the Great Mosque of
Damascus, the Dome of the Rock, and Khirbat al-Mafjar.
The visual experience of these images in the Sana’a Qur’an are defined by the
columnated arcade, a regularized repetition of form, and a visual field that was
illuminated by lamplight, meticulously rendered under each arch. To behold this image is
to make a mental pilgrimage to this place. It is a place one can picture oneself being in, in
a way that is not true of the aforementioned comparative examples. Yes, there are no
representations of people within it to serve as in-picture proxies, but the presence of such
figures, like that which we see in the case of the figure placed in the middle of the
structure in the image from the Gospel Lectionary, would undermine the inclusivity that
this image offers. Leaving the space vacant of inhabitants creates a space for the viewer,
it is in this way a profoundly anthropocentric image. The various details; the doors, the
lamps, the large ewers just to the right and left of the central staircase are offered not
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merely as visual embellishments but as signposts within a world of objects that draw the
viewer into the image by means of the familiar. That this is a furnished space makes this
an inhabitable and inhabited space.
These furnishings and architectonic elements in both of these images offer a level
of detail that turn their viewer into a closely observing subject, one that like the
viewership of the Dome of the Rock as understood by al-Muqaddasi, was drawn by
wonderment and desire. Take the doors seen in the center of the bottom of the first folio;
the exuberantly intricate detail in the rendered inlaid woodwork with a varied color palate
has this visually compelling doll-house quality to it (fig. 2.15). Then when we see that the
design of the central doors differs from that of the doors on the left, the image becomes
one that showcases variety while rewarding the close viewer. The same phenomenon can
be seen if we consider the renderings of the columns, which when considered in
comparison to one another across the page, exhibit a variety of different colors and forms
of marble veining, and when considered vertically, look to be an identical pattern without
variation (fig. 2.16). The images facilitate these visual discoveries with the goal of
creating a specific kind of experience for the viewer, one that brings them into the fold as
a close observer able to pick up on patterns and subtle inconsistencies, both within each
image and between the two compositions as a whole.
These folios speak to an architecture of minute detail and of grand
monumentality, and in so doing capture something of what it is like to experience an
Umayyad building. They prepare a viewing audience to engage with an architecture that
discloses its underlying patterns over time and in subtle ways. As we will see when we
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consider the courtyard of the Great Mosque of Damascus, the monumental is not only a
visual category that applies to the mosque’s columned arcades, domes, walls, and towers,
but is one that is expressed within the details of its mosaic program that lined its
courtyard. It will be seen in the following discussion of the mosaic program of the Great
Mosque of Damascus, that the illustrators of this manuscript were conceiving of their
viewership in extraordinarily similar ways as those who composed the mosaic program.
In particular by replicating what it would have been like to subjectively behold a
monumental space.
However before moving to a discussion of that space, one more comparison needs
to be made, not to another representative example of a late antique rendering of
architectural form, but rather to the following folio in the same manuscript featuring the
Sūrat al-fātiḥa (fig. 2.17). The script has been identified as “firmly anchored in the Kufic
tradition,” conforming to “style C.Ia,” in Francois Déroche’s classification system. 256 It is
not the script that is particularly notable here, but rather its border. An outer and inner
rectangle with a textured intermediary space frame the text as if it were akin to those
stacked arcades of columns seen in the previous two images. Of course the horizontal and
vertical lines of the script look nothing like architecture, but in such close adjacent
proximity to the previous images, the viewer cannot help making such an analogy. In
turn, it would go without saying that reading as a cognitive action is analogized to seeing
the previous images. If we are to think about the mode of close looking which I argue
was encouraged by the architectural images, we can perhaps posit an equivocation
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between seeing images and reading text. These images enable an appreciation of the page
as a graphic field.
We know from work on the genesis of Arabic literature that the dissemination of
linguistic content existed between two sensorially distinct methods of delivery. Gregor
Schuler’s assessment of the ontological nature of the Qur’an during this period
illuminates this: “From a very early period the sacred text was simultaneously ‘published’
in two ways: on the one hand through recitation by ‘readers,’ and on the other through
exemplar written copies, which in turn were used as the model for written copies destined
for further and much greater diffusion.”257 This is a text that when viewed, would elicit
on the one hand, a cue for the viewer/reader to cogitate upon the aural nature of the text,
as well as the status of it as a kind of exemplar - a text that disseminates both orally and
in the medium of written signs. This comparison is not to say that the oscillation between
the aural and the written offered by the pages of text, or between close looking and
spatial cogitation offered by the images, are equivalent. However, both the images and
the text exemplify and project a cultural moment when they are both ontologically in
flux. This assessment doesn’t necessarily get us any closer to understanding why
representations of architecture were used as a frontispiece for a Qur’an manuscript, but
shows us that the cultural landscape in which this manuscript was created was very much
one concerned with the sense of sight, its possibilities and potentialities. Situating this
manuscript into the wider visual culture of late antique frontispieces by asking similarly
focused questions that I have asked in relation to this manuscript could yield interesting
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results, and would most certainly be a productive direction for future study. However,
this study is concerned with their place in the wider artistic discourse regarding the
experience of visual perception. We will now shift our focus to representations of
architecture that exist not in a manuscript, but rather are tethered to an actual architectural
monument, the Great Mosque of Damascus.
The various architectural depictions that are featured in the mosaic program of the
Great Mosque of Damascus present us with another opportunity to consider
representations of built space and how these representations address the experiential
aspect of sight. The Great Mosque, constructed between 706-715 under the patronage of
Caliph al-Walid I is one of the most well studied monuments of early Islamic
architecture, and carries with it a long history of interpretation.258 Many of these studies
have focused upon the mosaic program which presently only occupies segments of the
walls surrounding the courtyard area of the mosque. The monument has suffered through
several debilitating disasters, modifications by subsequent ruling dynasties, restoration
campaigns, both historic and modern, all too numerous to outline.259 As a result, only
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select portions of the mosaic program date to the Umayyad period. Despite these
deficiencies of preservation, Marguerite Gautier-Van Berchem identifies several
locations within the courtyard that carry Umayyad-era mosaics. 260 These include areas in
and around the bāb al-barīd (the eastern entrance to the courtyard), the northern wall, as
well as the inner and outer surfaces of the arcade spandrels of the western arcade, a
portion of the bāb al-jayrūn (the western entrance), and the eastern side of the northern
arcade (fig. 2.18).261 It can be assumed as well that during the Umayyad period mosaics
adorned the entirety of the courtyard, the entrance façade to the prayer hall, as well as
within the prayer hall itself.262
In this section, we will focus on the mosaics in the courtyard, specifically those
that appear at the southern end of the western arcade (fig. 2.19). These mosaics, known
collectively as the “Barada Panel” named as such because some associate the river that
runs along the composition’s base (seen just above the thick mosaic border lining the
base of the panel) with the Barada river that flows through Damascus.263 This panel runs
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about 113 feet in length and is about 24 feet in height.264 As we can see in this image
taken from the courtyard looking at a distance to the same panels seen in the previous
image, the mosaics are raised substantially from ground level (fig. 2.20). According to
Creswell’s measurements, the row of geometric patterns that frame the bottom of the
panel begins a little over 21 feet above the ground level of the courtyard.265 Given this
height of the mosaic panels, the optimal viewing area was therefore from the courtyard
looking through the colonnade and to the images on the back wall. It is important to note
that the spandrels and soffits of the arches of the arcades between the wall and the
courtyard were also revetted with mosaics, giving the viewer a multi-dimensional effect,
which will be subsequently discussed.
The way that these mosaics are presented in publications is often as if they were
akin to paintings, and not rather as part of a larger visual program.266 For our analysis,
considering the in situ viewing conditions of the mosaics is essential and must be forefronted. The intention of the makers of this space was to, at a large scale, enwrap their
viewers in a fully constructed visual environment, much the same way as we will see at
the bath house of Qusayr ‘Amra. However, the effect achieved by virtue of the mosaics
beginning approximately 20 feet from courtyard level, is a viewing experience that
always has a horizon line of marble. This line keeps the mosaics at a kind of perceptual
distance, gives us a fictive viewing experience as if in a walled rural garden pavilion
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within a greater landscape. The contrast of the visual forms rendered in the mosaic
tesserae with that of the marble revetment with its very visible veining is one of internal
solidity and external possibility. Both are gestures that are examples of visual
showcasing, and we will also observe the prominent place given to marble revetment in
such places as the Dome of the Rock.
A discussion of the appearance of each of the various structures and large trees
that make up the Barada panel would be a tedious one, as each discrete built element
employs repeated motifs in new ways. This repetition is one that is difficult to define, as
within the basic repertoire, there is also differentiation of architectural and vegetal form.
Speaking broadly, there are two types of architecture displayed. One made up of stacks
and clusters of tan colored buildings with blue grey roofs and fenestrated upper stories,
and another colored in green, blue, and yellow mosaics, featuring columns, pyramid-like
canopies, and half shells (fig. 2.21). The other is monumental in nature, featuring multitiered colonnaded structures with elaborate canopies and ornamentation of hanging
jewels (fig. 2.19). Large naturalistic trees of various types serve as framing devices
around this built landscape. From below, the scene is framed by a river rendered in blue
and white tesserae. The content of the courtyard-facing spandrels of the columned arcade
in front of this panel is largely similar, though in a considerably more fragmented state of
preservation, featuring large trees and other built structures (fig. 2.20).
The representations of the built environment here are not rendered to the degree
of complexity akin to what we see in the Sana’a Qur’an or as we will see in the frescos
from Qusayr ‘Amra in a following section. Unlike the Sana’a Qur’an, the architectural
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images here are not situated for close looking, in spite of the visual detail and variety of
forms they offer. With their optimal viewing conditions being from the courtyard and
mediated through the arches of the courtyard arcade, one does not consider these groups
of buildings individually: even the most ornate examples are always considered part of a
greater landscape. This is a multi-dimensional landscape, by virtue of the mosaics set
within the spandrels and soffits of each arch. The choice on the part of the designers to
set these large compositions in a way that is visually beyond, establishes in the mind of
the viewer an idea of the image that is spatially not full background or full mid-ground,
but something that oscillates between both, it conveys an understanding of sight that is
vibrant and never firmly stilled, very much the opposite of the painterly understandings
of these works that have come in prior studies. This action of ‘looking through’
remember was a defining characteristic of the Sana’a Qur’an. We also see similar play
with scale, in that the large format trees might be productively compared to the large
scale-lamps that fill the spaces under each of the arches represented in the Qur’an pages.
The many comparisons that are offered by the scholars to these images, as they
look at the older traditions of the Roman Mediterranean world and at the Late Antique
Near East in particular, are made without accounting for this mode of looking, but rather
are made on the basis of subject matter.267 They are said to share much in common with
such comparisons as the city representations on the floor of the Church of Saint Stephen
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at Umm al-Rasas, dated to 756 C.E. (fig. 2.22) or the representations of towns along the
Jordan River featured on the floor of the Church of the Acropolis at Ma’in, dated to 719720 C.E. (fig. 2.23). These comparisons are also questionable due to the considerably
lower quality of these renderings that are far surpassed by the level of craftsmanship seen
in the Damascus mosaics. Further afield, in Ravenna are two comparisons that are
probably the closest match in terms of quality and physical resemblance to the Damascus
mosaics, despite no direct links to early Islamic Syria. These are the representations in
mosaic of Jerusalem and Bethlehem in the Apse of the church of San Vitale and a
representation of the Ostrogothic King Theodoric’s Palace on the southern clerestory wall
of Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, dated respectively to 521-547 C.E. and 493-526 C.E. (figs.
2.24-2.25).
In a general way, the comparisons to the mosaic floors at Umm al-Rasas, the
acropolis at Ma’in, and also such examples as the Madaba map mosaic, fit with the
Damascus mosaics in a thematic way, while on the basis of appearance and visual
experience, the Ravenna mosaics are the closest parallels. While these comparisons do
testify to a sustained tradition of mosaic craft in the eastern Mediterranean, which the
Great Mosque of Damascus is undoubtedly a part, the visual similarities are relatively
superficial, with some essential differences.
The floor mosaics in the nave of the church of Saint Stephen date to 756 C.E.
according to a dedicatory inscription found near the altar area.268 Architectural images
appear on both the inner and outer rectangular bands that frame the central part of the
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composition. The cities and towns on the inner band are all located on the Nile Delta, and
are thus rendered as if in the river along with manned boats, fish, and other aquatic details
(fig. 2.26). The cities and towns in the outer frame are organized by those on the eastern
and western sides of the Jordan river. Those on the west include Jerusalem, Caesarea,
Neapolis, and others. Those on the east include Philadelphia (Amman), Madaba, Karak,
and others. Each of these representations are labeled in Greek. Prominent in many of
these images are representations of crenellated walls and gate complexes, and some
include representations of monumental structures whose types we see in the Great
Mosque of Damascus, albeit more crudely rendered (fig. 2.27).
At the Church on the Acropolis at Ma’in dated to 719/20 C.E., a similar
arrangement to St. Stephen’s was discovered in 1934.269 The mosaics and the
archaeological remains of the church were in a much more fragmentary state than those at
Umm al-Rasas. Nevertheless, parts of the outer border are preserved, these contain
representations of various towns along both sides of the Jordan river, including
Areopolis, Gadoron, and Esbun[ta] (fig. 2.23).270 Each of these clusters of buildings are
separated by fruit-bearing trees. They appear to be decidedly less monumental than those
at Umm al-Rasas. Typologically they share fewer resemblance with the Damascus
mosaics, with them perhaps most closely resembling the non-monumental assemblages.
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The use of the trees as framing devices is probably the most visually conspicuous point of
comparison.
The mosaics in the Basilica of San Vitale in Ravenna, specifically the
representations of Jerusalem and Bethlehem on either side above the apse, dating to 521547 C.E., are a match in quality to those in Damascus. Also, Flood has observed the
dangling pendants from the entrance portals to the cities as relating in a certain way to the
many hanging pendants we see amid the Damascus mosaics (fig. 2.28).271 The motif of
the be-jeweled heavenly city is also found in a mosaic representation of heavenly
Jerusalem in the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome (fig. 2.29). The
representation of the façade of Theodoric’s palace in the mosaics of the southern
clerestory wall of the Basilica of Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo (493-526 C.E.) are significant
because they depict an exterior façade revetted in mosaic tesserae in a way that is very
similar to the façade of the Great Mosque of Damascus (fig. 2.30). While the palace
façade decoration could perhaps mean to show a wall painting or polychromatic
sculptural relief, the possibility that it was also mosaic is very much plausible.
All together, these precedents (and antecedent in the case of Umm al-Rasas) fit
broadly into the same visual tradition as the mosaics at the Great Mosque of Damascus.
The representations of cities and towns in the regional examples as being oriented and
organized around rivers would appear to be a shared trait with the river that runs at the
base of the preserved segment of the Damascus mosaic frieze. However this, and the
many other points of commonality between all of these examples seem to be rather trivial
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in light of the drastically different visual experience offered in Damascus. The lack of
epigraphy, which is ubiquitous among all the other examples here cited of analogous
architectural images, transports the viewer away from the realm of meaning and into the
realm of experience. This critical difference cannot be overemphasized. There is also a
clear distinction between the Ravenna and Roman images and the others, in that they are
meant to represent heavenly Jerusalem and Bethlehem and not earthly cities, as in the
other examples. The Damascus mosaics are intentionally ambiguous when it comes to
this dyad between the real and the imagined, as will be discussed in the following chapter
when the meaning of the mosaics is addressed.
Of course also, none of these comparisons, with the exception of those in
Ravenna, are composed on wall surfaces. Moreover, the Damascus mosaics are the only
examples mounted on the exterior of the building. It is important to note that the space of
the courtyard is one that is precisely in between the categories of ‘interior’ and ‘exterior,’
but regardless of this ambiguity the visual presence of the open sky is significant, as it is
very much a part of the visual experience of viewing the mosaics (fig. 2.31). I discussed
above how the mosaics replicate in a fictive way the experience of viewing a landscape.
The presence of the sky, looming above the courtyard and its mosaics, serves to complete
this illusion by means of reality. It is in this way that the visual program breaks down the
dichotomy between the real and the imaginary by making both part of the same visual
experience. One perhaps can draw a visual parallel between the blue river with frothy
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white water that lines the bottom of the Barada panel with a blue sky dotted by clouds
that lines the mosaics from the top.272
If then this is in fact a tri-partite visual experience vertically stacked: marble,
mosaic, and sky, then what is the visual impact of the architectonic elements that frame,
contain, and undergird these materials? The columns, piers, arches, and window grills
that line the courtyard are not neutral forms, but mediate the visual experience of the
space in a very unique way. In themselves they convey monumentality and in so doing
create an experiential connection with the architectural content of the mosaic program. In
other words, they enable the viewer, standing in the courtyard, to connect the space of
their dwelling with those columned and domed structures within the mosaics. It can be
stated simply that this is a visual program about monumentality within a monumental
space, an experiential mise en abyme.
In my analysis of the Sana’a Qur’an frontispiece, I made the claim that these
images inculcated a certain kind of viewing subject, that in a certain way these images
were primers for those who would go on to have visual experiences in Umayyad
monuments. The built landscape on display here, literally existing between real sky and
real architecture posits a visual relation to its viewing subjects that suggests that the space
they are inhabiting is one and the same with the one in the picture. Thus, like with the
Sana’a Qur’an images, these mosaics create an inclusive relationality with their viewing
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subjects that occurs within the realm of a built space that is activated by visual
perception. Of course there is also the possibility, though unprovable, that the Sana’a
Qur’an images were meant to represent actual buildings, which in turn could potentially
result in another set of relationalities between those types of architectural images and the
Great Mosque of Damascus. However, here the focus is upon what these respective
examples can tell us of the experiential aspect of sight and viewership.
There is one aspect of visual perception that has gone relatively undiscussed in
this section. The viewing subject whether situated in front of or above the Sana’a Qur’an
frontispiece, or within the courtyard of the Great Mosque of Damascus looking outwards
towards its walls, have been considered to be stationary spectators. To be sure, these
images have been discussed as if they were in flux; whether it be the spatial oscillation
between flatness and verticality as in the San’a’ Qur’an frontispiece or the shifts between
the real and the representational in the case of the courtyard of the Great Mosque of
Damascus. When the viewer is thought of as one in motion, the courtyard and its wall
mosaics transforms from a set of stilled images into a veritable all-surrounding panorama.
The terms by which the images of the mosaics disclose themselves take on a ubiquitous
turn, they become all-surrounding, offering the viewer an experience as close to reality as
they can. They offer a landscape, one which is in explicit contrast to the urban
surroundings of the courtyard. The viewer effectively walks into another world, part
reality part fiction. One imagines that the Sana’a Qu’ran would have been viewed within
an interior space, but its images offer a view into another world, a world of monumental
architecture surrounded by a garden. It can very plausibly be imagined that these images
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would have been viewed within the confines of a congregational mosque’s prayer hall,
thus viewed within an architectural space much like that which is rendered on its pages.
So while the viewer is likely not in bodily motion while viewing these images, the images
pull the viewer into making associative relationships with other spaces. In the next
section of this chapter, we will consider motion and its relationship to the viewing
experience in two monuments where it plays an undeniable role in the visual experience
of their users; the interior of the Dome of the Rock and the southern facade of the
Mshatta palace.

Monuments in Motion: Moving Experience in the Dome of the Rock and the Mshatta
Facade

The impetus for this section is relatively straight forward. I wanted to know how
our understanding of Umayyad monuments and their accompanying visual programs
might change if the viewers of these spaces were considered to be in motion. Moreover, I
wanted to understand how and in what ways the designers of these spaces considered the
mobile viewer in their works. It is of course very difficult to hypothesize how exactly one
might have moved around a given space, however in the corpus of monuments under
consideration there are a few examples that offer us ways to explore this question. These
are places where by virtue of their contexts and states of preservation of their visual
elements, we are able to discern the kinds of motions that took place there. Examples of
sites in which their visual elements exist mounted as they were at the time of their initial
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installation are fairly rare for the Umayyad period, despite the relatively abundant
number of monumental remains of this era. Moreover, these original visual remains must
provide a sense of the motions performed around them.
There are of course two monuments of this period that stand out as being closely
associated with motion, the Kaʿba in Mecca and the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. This
kind of motion, circumambulation, ṭawāf in Arabic, largely defines the visual experience
of both of these sites.273 Given that the visual appearance of the Kaʿba and the enclosing
sanctuary from the Umayyad period are virtually impossible to reconstruct, it is hard to
understand how the visual program of the monument responded to the circumambulation
of the viewers.274 Of course in the Dome of the Rock, the story is different. The arches,
spandrels, and soffits of the inner octagonal arcade all carry their original Umayyad
mosaic compositions, with of course some exceptions (fig. 2.32).275 We are of course
deprived of the mosaics original to the central drum under the dome itself, but what is
offered by the remaining Umayyad program is sufficient for us to consider the questions
posed above. Perhaps even more important than the remaining Umayyad mosaics, is the
fact that the basic architectonic elements of the original building and its surroundings
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remain largely as they were, without substantial modification.276 This enables us to grasp
and hypothesize about viewing sequences in ways that would be impossible to do in other
locations.
In his 1996 study of Jerusalem and the Dome of the Rock, Oleg Grabar already
considers motion to be an essential means by which to experience its interior.277 He
describes the effect as if “the viewer were walking in an unending alley framed by two
rows of hedges.”278 Some twenty years later, Marcus Milwright in a lengthy study of the
Dome of the Rock’s epigraphic program states, “the encircling inscription requires the
active participation of the viewer.”279 In a diagram he indicates that the direction of the
text encourages clockwise motion around the outer side of the octagonal arcade and
counterclockwise motion around the inner side (fig. 2.33).280 Both authors also emphasize
the repetitious quality of both the visual program and the inscription, particularly that on
the outer face of the arcade. The various visual elements including the bejeweled plant
forms stemming from vases across the arcades always slightly different from one another
but also similar enough to be interchangeable (fig. 2.34). As for the inscription, the
repeated use of the basmala, and repeated blessings of the Prophet Muhammad within the

276

In a recent assessment of the Dome of the Rock, Grabar emphasized the remarkable
way that the building has retained a constancy of its basic formal aspects despite the vast
changes in its meaning over time. See Oleg Grabar, The Dome of the Rock (Cambridge
MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006) 205-212.
277
Grabar, The Shape of the Holy, 75-76.
278
Grabar, The Shape of the Holy, 75.
279
Milwright, The Dome of the Rock, 173.
280
Milwright, The Dome of the Rock, 62.
135

text on the outer face could be seen as a kind of textual analog for these repeated visual
forms.281
Motion and repetition, at least according to these authors, would appear to be the
defining traits of the viewer’s experience within the Dome of the Rock. These are also
traits that happen not to be pursued much further for their greater implications in our
understanding of Umayyad visual thought. The kind of motion discussed here is a
specific one; circumambulation, ṭawāf, around the central rock. This was briefly
discussed in the introduction to this dissertation in relation to how some historical
accounts identified the Dome of the Rock as an alternative to the Masjid al-Haram. What
was of note in these accounts was not necessarily the explanation for the reasons behind
the monument’s construction, but that what was being reproduced in Jerusalem did not
necessarily carry any of the sacred associations of the Kaʿba, but rather the bodily and
visual experience of moving around it.
Like what we have seen in the case of the Sana’a Qur’an frontispiece and the
mosaics of the Great Mosque of Damascus, here the act of circumambulation is suggested
to the viewer by means of both monumental form and minute detail. The monumental to
a large extent has been discussed above, but there are several details within the mosaic
program that warrant mention. Milwright in his intricate study of the inscription
appearing on the outer band of the arcade observes that the opening basmala does not
occur quite on the flat face of its southern side (fig. 2.35).282 Milwright does not make
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much of this fact, other than declaring that he was the first to observe it and includes it
within a lengthy forensic reconstruction of how the mosaicists and the designers actually
constructed the inscription.283 What is the visual effect of this deliberate turn? In a certain
way it sets the inscription into motion. If the basmala was indeed just placed on the flat
portion of the southern side, the resulting flatness would still the text, make it static, as if
it were a kind of plaque, much like all the other Umayyad monumental inscriptions,
including the bronze plaques that were mounted on the eastern and northern entrances to
the Dome of the Rock.284 The small detail adds a vibrancy to the entire inscription as the
text itself mimics the actions of the viewer, as they rotate around the space themselves.
We can thus imagine a viewer stationary before the entrance plaques and then in motion
in relation to the mosaic inscription. It is interesting to note that the content of these
inscriptions is quite redundant, making the only significant difference between the texts
the experience of viewing them.285
Understandably, circumambulation receives the most attention from scholars,
eliciting comparisons to the aforementioned Kaʿba and local comparisons including the
Kathisma church (ca. 456 C.E.) between Jerusalem and Bethlehem, the rotunda of the
Church of the Holy Sepulcher (ca. 348 C.E.), and the Church of the Ascension on the
Mount of Olives (late 4th to early 5th Century C.E.) (figs. 2.36-2.38).286 However, there is
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one other kind of motion that is at play within the Dome of the Rock, one often
overlooked. On the southeastern side of the inner circular arcade, between the western
and southern portals to the outside, is the entrance to a cave chamber beneath the rock
(fig. 2.39). Upon descent into the cave, the viewer is confronted by an intimate viewing
experience illuminated by artificial light and largely defined by the overbearing
materiality of the rock (fig. 2.40). The space is now host to two mihrabs on either side of
the staircase, one flat and one concave (figs. 2.41-2.42).287 Inset into the flat mihrab is a
black stone disk that will become highly significant in the third chapter.288 However, in
this section, it is the extreme contrast between the visual experience of this cave and that
of the main upper chamber that is significant. This is a space that caters to close sustained
looking on an individual scale. Any sense of a community of viewers in the shared
motion of rotating around the rock beholding the mosaic program is abruptly cut off by
this descent. A viewer who had previously been encouraged to circumambulate the rock,
taking in the mosaic images adorning the various arcades of the space, would in the cave
be effectively prompted to view the black stone disk under intimate viewing conditions.
This visual shift from the epic and monumental to the intimate and detailed, focusing on
one object of scrutiny, is similar in a way to the visual dichotomy discussed in the
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previous section between the monumental and the singular detail. In the Dome of the
Rock, this dichotomy is activated by means of the motion of the viewer. The starkness of
this difference makes the respective motions of descent and ascent almost equally
prominent and significant as circumambulation.
We do not have an exact sense as to what the viewing experience of this space
was at the time of the Dome of the Rock’s completion. Both of the mihrabs have been
dated on stylistic grounds to the 9th century, despite Creswell’s attribution of the flat
mihrab to the Umayyad era, and it is unclear what kinds of forms they might have
replaced.289 Flood cites several accounts from fada’il literature (a genre of city history
that emphasizes holy sites) that attest to the possibility that the cave in the 8th century did
contain a mihrab. 290 Whether or not this happens to be true does not change its
experiential character. However, there is one object in the current cave that does have a
possible lineage that traces back to the Umayyad period; the black stone set into the flat
mihrab (fig. 2.43). Flood has argued using various later textual sources that this stone was
part of a widespread practice of commemorating locations where the Prophet Muhammad
was said to have prayed in his lifetime.291 In the next chapter we will further examine the
implications of this attribution of meaning. Here though, I will situate the stone into this
ongoing discussion of the visual experience of the Dome of the Rock.
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It has been established that the mihrab into which the stone disk is set is not
original to the Umayyad phase of the building. However, we can see that it exists as a
definitively separate object, one that was plausibly inserted into its current setting at a
later date. The disk has a diameter of 20.7 cm and is made of a highly polished hard
stone, giving it a matte appearance, but with a gloss sufficient enough to reflect light.292
In the stone’s center carved into its surface is a circle that is surrounded by eight diamond
shaped rhombuses forming a star. It is unclear exactly what kind of a process was
involved in the figuration of this star, but the carvings themselves look to be well-worn
and lack hard edges. The stone also has a very visible fracture running from the upper
right to the lower left. These attributes are not necessarily proof that it predates the flat
mihrab, but does testify to continued use over a long period of time.
Aside from the texts cited by Flood that speak of commemorative markers that
match the appearance of the black stone, there is one piece of evidence in the mosaic
program that strongly suggests that it was part, in some fashion or another, of the original
visual program of the monument.293 At the apexes of each of the arches of the inner
arcade facing the rock are representations of stars rendered in gold and inscribed within a
black circle that each bear a striking resemblance to the star carved into the stone (fig.
2.44). If we look at one of these stars in detail, we can see that its constituent shapes, the
central circle and the surrounding tear-dropped shaped forms, resemble the configuration
of the carvings in the stone. Moreover, in some of the better preserved iterations of the
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stars we can observe horizontal lines on the interior of these shapes. This ribbing conveys
a sense of depth and of contour that strongly suggests an intentional relationship with the
black stone. The choice of gold mosaic tesserae to render these stars in a way mimics the
effect of artificial light reflecting upon the stone, an effect that would certainly have
occurred if the stone had been situated in the cave during the Umayyad phase of the
building. For these reasons, both from the textual evidence cited by Flood and the
evidence from the mosaic program, the black stone can be convincingly attributed to the
Umayyad period.
Regarding whether or not it was present in the cave during this time, is a matter of
which we can be less certain. Though it is not essential for my argument that it be
necessarily situated in the cave, I do find it to be a plausible scenario. As expressed
above, the cave acts as a space that facilitates close looking, due to its intimate scale and
its connotations as a kind of inner sanctum, much like the Ka’ba in Mecca, a comparison
that emerged in the introduction to this study regarding the possible reasons for the Dome
of the Rock’s construction.
The conceptual stakes of an object and representations of it existing within the
same visual space is significant. However, these will be addressed in the subsequent
chapter. Here, my interest is in how this relation impacts our understanding of motion
within the Dome of the Rock. Above, the effect of descending into the cave was
discussed as having a stilling effect, one that encourages intimate and close looking, in
this case at the black stone disk, which is monumentalized and made visually prominent
by the flat mihrab. Of course it could have conceivably been mounted within a different
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setting. Nevertheless, its placement in the cave, or for that matter anywhere else in the
complex, initiates a narrative of recognition, whereby after having been engaged in close
looking at it, one then makes a return to the main chamber, whereby upon seeing the
representations of the star in the mosaics, a recognition of the resemblance occurs in the
mind of the viewer. Visual recognition is brought forth by means of movement within the
space. This idea of arrival and subsequent return will play out in other spaces as well,
most specifically within my interpretation of the meaning of the mosaics of the courtyard
of the Great Mosque of Damascus.
If the representations of the black stone in the mosaics are examined closely, we
see that there are some subtle variations between the 24 iterations of the star, namely in
the number of rays. This fluctuation is most readily apparent on the side of the arcade that
faces the northern entrance, where we see stars with seven, eight, and six rays (fig. 2.45).
Each of the other sides are a bit more consistent, with the variation in ray-number largely
occurring by side of the octagon (fig. 2.46). These variations will be fully discussed in the
next chapter; however here it is important to note that they are consistent with the
changes we see in the various other motifs prominent in the mosaic compositions of the
inner arcade, namely the forms that appear on the arcade’s spandrels (fig. 2.34). These
forms, as mentioned above, are repeated, but always in slightly different ways. They exist
somewhere halfway between figuration and abstraction, resembling jewel-studded
crowns. These arrays of jewels which shift in form each iteration do so in a way
analogous to the variations of the stars, where each iteration preserves the basic form of
the image, yet with a change in appearance perceivable to the viewer. Of course, to a
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viewer in motion, these shifts become even more apparent. By walking around the inner
arcade, the viewer bears witness to visual change that is in synchrony with their motion.
This effect is arguably more apparent with regard to the stars than to the spandrel
compositions, but is nonetheless present in both.
There is one other possible congruency that can be observed between the black
stars and the spandrel images if we are to take a certain historical account at face value.
In an article highlighting the potential use of pre-Crusade fada’il literature for
determining the meaning of the Dome of the Rock’s visual program, Nasser Rabbat
discusses the following account of al-Wasiti’s: “during the time of ‘Abd al-Malik, there
was hanging on the chain above the Rock under the Dome the Yatima pearl, the horns of
Abraham’s ram, and the crown of Kisra.”294 Rabbat suggests that these items, if in fact
they were present in the Dome of the Rock, could potentially have been the models for
these mosaic compositions.295 If in fact this is the case, then we have another instance
where objects and their representations exist within the same visual space. Just as the
black stone disk in the cave is paired with its mosaic representations, these objects might
indeed have their approximate counterparts in the mosaics as well, in the various crownlike forms found on the spandrels of the inner octagonal arcade . Again, the process of the
viewer discerning this relationship is similar to what occurs in relation to the black stone.
If these objects were indeed suspended from the dome above the rock, as al-Wasiti’s
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source attests, we can imagine a scenario where a viewer would be circumambulating the
rock and viewing these objects from multiple angles, effectively watching them rotate in
space. Thus, in the same way the viewer bears witness to the visual shiftiness of objects
under motion, this aspect of sight is reinforced by the constantly in flux images
encountered in the mosaics of the spandrels.
Motion as we can see plays a key and defining role in the visual program of the
Dome of the Rock, one that includes but goes vastly beyond circumambulation. Not only
do we observe other types of motion through space, most prominently descent and ascent,
but we see the subtle ways in which the visual program of the mosaics, made up of
inscriptions and images, interface with the motion of the viewer. This is a trend not
confined to the Dome of the Rock, and is pursued by the makers of what appears to be at
first glance, a vastly different type of monument, the Mshatta palace complex.
The southern façade of the palace is currently displayed in a room that seems to
be too small to contain it (fig. 2.47). The ceiling, while it is light-admitting and
translucent, meets the upper edge of the façade in a way that truncates its scope and the
side walls of the gallery visually squeeze the edges, compressing it. Unlike the Pergamon
Altar, or the Ishtar and Miletus gates, the Mshatta façade is not permitted to articulate its
own monumentality. It is situated in a place that constricts its expansive possibilities in
the shared perception of its museum audience. At least experientially, it exists somewhere
between monumentality and object-hood. The historiographic impact of this visual
condition was assessed in the third part of the previous chapter. In this section, the façade
will be extricated from its current place and will be imagined as being under the gaze of a
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dynamic viewership that beheld it not from a stilled vantage point, but one in motion on
site just south of Amman.
One can divide the experience of viewing the façade into two fundamental parts:
the approach, most likely on horseback, across the wide expansive landscape toward the
southern entrance, followed by a period of assemblage in close proximity to the portal
before gaining access to the interior of the complex. As the southern wall became visible
along the horizon, the façade would present itself to the viewer as a unified and
symmetrical field. The wide en-framing moldings at the façade's base as well as at the top
would define the limits of the composition, while the zigzag lines and the rosettes
alternating between and within the triangles would have added further validation to the
façade's regularity and symmetry. The manner in which these carvings wrap around the
two protruding polygonal protrusions on either side of the portal, would perhaps have
invited a comparison to a large textile, a visual association that will be discussed in
greater detail in the following chapter.
The digital reconstruction of the planned site that was rendered as part of the
recent archaeological and restorative work conducted on the site, could perhaps lend us
some further insight into how exactly the façade was intended to appear before its
approaching viewer (fig. 2.48). While the wall surfaces in this rendering remains flat, we
can imagine that the makers of the palace would have intended for it to be covered in
decoration, much like the entrance façade of Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi, dated between 72427 C.E. (fig. 2.49).
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The second component of the visual experience, the assemblage directly before
the portal before gaining entry, is a bit more difficult to parse out. Little is known of
exactly how one would be expected to traverse this space, and as we will see, there is
nothing in the content of the façade that would suggest one particular approach for
viewing. Suffice it to say, by its very nature, the act of waiting for admission would have
been in flux and idiosyncratic, thus a highly variable process, something that remains
inaccessible to us. Of course, it is also plausible to think through this space as a site of
ceremonial processions outwards from the palace itself.
Both the fragmentary remains of the palace and the divulgences of the textual
sources, like the kitab al-Aghani, traditionally employed by scholars to discuss such
Umayyad-era court ceremonies do not provide sufficient information to make more
specific claims about the types of ceremonies or courtly protocols that might have taken
place at this entrance portal. The archaeological remains of the palace only give us a
partial view of the originally intended visual program, as the project was incomplete at
the time of abandonment.296 The textual sources from which we come to understand
Umayyad court ceremony, have not much to say regarding processions or events
occurring out of the confines of reception-halls and audience chambers, though this will
be a continued topic of investigation in my research.
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Despite these ambiguities, we will begin by considering a path of viewing
beginning at point P on the dotted line of the Bruno Schultz plan indicating the portion of
the façade that was shipped to Berlin (fig. 2.50). We will proceed towards the portal from
this side, and examine the nature of the visual program as we continue towards the
entrance portal, and subsequently to the other side. From a position seated on horseback,
one's level sightline would have presumably been somewhere between the top portion of
the bottom molding and the rosette inscribed within the triangles. The basic components
of the first triangle in the sequence consists of four roundels each with small birds
picking fruit that is attached to thin vegetal tendrils that meander in and out of the rigid
circular roundels (fig. 2.51). Above this is a poly-lobed rosette with two roundels
flanking its lower hemisphere. Atop the roundel is a figure resembling a lion, and what
some say is a capped human head, but this is an ambiguous reading. The various fauna
that populate this composition are numerous and small sized. All seem to exist within a
verdant zone that is highly regularized and operates within limiting frames, although the
thin tendrils do meander around their circular constraints.
As a viewer proceeds further towards the entrance portal, they would discern a
broad trend in which the roundels appear to shift in form from the solid circular
renderings in the first triangle to more whimsical acanthus scrolls in the second, and
further into light overlapping circles in the third, and by the fourth triangle, we see the
thin vines emerge out of a centrally placed vase of some sort and meander around the
base while looping in a more haphazard way around the various creatures that populate
the landscape (fig. 2.52). These creatures are considerably larger than what was seen in
147

the first triangle, here in the center a pairing of a griffin and a simurgh. By the time the
viewer reaches the triangle immediately before the left-hand polygonal protrusion, the
roundels have vanished entirely, leaving a representation of a natural environment that is
considerably bolder, thicker, and more naturalistic (fig. 2.53). The pair of animals that
drink from the bowl in the center, a horned bull and a lion, are definitively embedded
within a naturalistic space that carries hardly any geometrical rigidity, other than serving
as a roughly symmetrical frame for the composition, almost akin to the outer triangular
frame. The rosette between this triangle and the first triangle on the protrusion is folded
across that corner, again evoking a kind of textilic phenomenology and is also in a way is
similar to how the inscription on the octagonal arcade of the Dome of the Rock wraps
around the corners (upper right of fig. 2.53).
As the viewer proceeds further along across the protrusion on the left side and
ever closer to the portal, a visual stabilization take place. The basic terms of the
composition, the pairing of animals beneath the rosette, established earlier, is repeated
with different figures (fig. 2.54). The vegetation, though maintaining its naturalistic
appearance varies between the triangles.
What occurs on the other side of the facade is something that has puzzled many
scholars. With the exception of the half triangle that flanks the right-hand side of the
portal, all of the triangular compositions on the right-side lack any representations of
living beings; each triangle is purely vegetal in nature (fig. 2.55). As this side appeared to
be of little interest to the German team packing the façade for transit, with the exception
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of the protrusion, it was left behind.297 According to some accounts, the remaining carved
blocks were utilized in the construction of a local segment of the Hajj railway being built
by Turkish engineers, and thus we only know it from early photographic evidence (fig.
2.56).298
There have been two types of explanation as to the reasons behind this discord,
which is quite immediately apparent from vantage points where both protrusions are in
view (fig. 2.57). One explanation is logistical and the other is ideological, and both have
flaws of logic. K.A.C. Creswell, Ernst Kühnel, and others, following Herzfeld, as part of
an endeavor to determine the structure of the various groups of stonemasons laboring on
this project, accounted these differences as due to the differing ethnic origins of the
workers.299 Indeed, a project such as this would have undoubtedly been undertaken by
various work teams, each with varied repertoires of practice. Even in the figural imagery
we have seen motifs that can be traced back to various visual traditions in the late antique
world.300 However, I do believe that such as stark contrast between these two sides would
not have been the result of such variation. The propensity for figuration or aniconism
cannot be assumed to rest along ethnic lines, as these authors have argued.
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The other explanation, ideological, derives from the fact that behind the wall on
the right hand side is a congregational mosque, with a mihrab in place on the southern
wall (fig. 2.57). Therefore, it has been argued that figural images were seen as
inappropriate for what is effectively the outer wall of a mosque. Oleg Grabar and others
have pointed to various hadith traditions, which chronicle the sayings and deeds of the
Prophet Muhammad and his companions, which denigrate the practice of artisans
creating representations of living beings.301 Within the early Islamic visual tradition, one
could also point to examples like the mosaic programs of the Great Mosque of Damascus
or the Dome of the Rock, which both lack any form of animals or humans in support of
this point.
Equally of course, one could make reference to textual sources that might
contradict these attitudes, for example accounts describing the interior of the Ka'ba in
Mecca. 302 In al-Azraqi's compiled history of the city, is an account which describes the
Prophet commanding the preservation of a painting of the Virgin Mary within the Ka'ba
itself, arguably the most sacred structure in the Islamic World.303 While we have no early
Islamic examples of figurative art within mosques or other sacred spaces, we lack any
kind of textual source that forbids the presence of these kinds of representations in
mosque-adjacent spaces. This would make the Mshatta façade the sole instantiation of
such a prohibition. It goes without saying that any explanation made on the basis of just
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one example is on shaky ground to begin with. Combining this fact with the apparently
conflicting textual sources, makes this explanation less than definitive.
While I would say that the latter explanation is more likely than the former, it
remains at the level of conjecture. There are no further critical insights that can be drawn
out from this line of speculation that can really drive forward our understanding of
Mshatta. I would argue that it is far more productive and illuminating to consider the
above description as a means by which to access an unmediated understanding of visual
experience of the façade’s beholders. This experience occurred not only in space, but also
in time, with the motion of the viewer being an integral element of the encounter with it.
When we interface this understanding of the façade with its formal components, we come
to see the figural and the aniconic on entirely different terms.
Fundamentally, we do know with a level of certitude that some kind of discordant
visual experience was intended by the façade’s composers. This discord becomes visible
at a moderate distance, as the compositions within the triangular frames begin to
differentiate, and the various pairs of creatures come into view as images distinct from
their surrounding foliage. Not only do the differences between the compositions on the
two sides become apparent, but also the variation between each section. This, of course,
is much more obvious on the left side of the façade. On the basis of the photographic
documentation of the right side we see a much more regularized composition between the
triangles, variation that would not necessarily be perceived from even a moderate
distance (fig. 2.58).
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To sum this up, the first hint of discord between the carvings on either side of the
entrance portal, would be when the figural images come into view. For the viewer, their
appearance would not register as exclusively inhabiting one side of the façade, but would
rather be seen as gathering around the area of the central entrance, where the figures are
most pronounced, and most differentiated from their background. At this moderate
distance then, these basic visual elements of the façade disclose themselves, but by no
means do the various dynamisms and idiosyncrasies of the carvings enter the visual field.
It is only at the moment of the viewer’s lateral traversal across from left to right
(or vice versa) that the façade’s idiosyncrasies emerge. Much of the viewer’s visual
experience here is shaped by the two five-sided protrusions. An installation view from the
façade’s gallery in Berlin makes this abundantly clear (fig. 2.59). From this position, the
viewer cannot help but see that a comparison has been set up between the figurative and
the aniconic. Due to the polygonal protrusions and the conical range of the observer's
sight lines, the discord is experienced as one traverses the façade, from either side, it is
experienced in motion. It is not a stilled comparison. One always sees one side of the
façade in oblique reference to the other. A visual antonym presented to the viewer in this
way sets their eyes in motion.
What is seen frontally, and indeed museologically, is a dichotomy, a relationship
of contrast. But the visual experience that is set up during the traversal described above is
one that produces a phenomenology of relationality, where the figurative and the aniconic
co-exist within a shared visual field. The physical gap created by the portal is not in view,
and thus does not visually divide the façade into two parts. Here it is seen as one.
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Moreover, it is abundantly clear that the image program is non-narratological. These pairs
of animals are not in the service of an overarching story that would drive a viewer to
connect them in a way that would conceptually drive the flora into a background, or
subservient position; both confront the viewer on equal terms. The figurative and the
aniconic co-exist, with the body of the viewer as the lynchpin between them. For it is the
visual perception of the viewer and its vantage-point that is complicit in creating a
continuum between figuration and aniconism.
The normative conception of the entrance façade is as a liminal space, an inbetween space offering a visual transition between the exterior and the interior of the
complex. As we remain fairly ignorant of the visual program awaiting the viewer on the
interior as the complex remained incomplete at the time of its abandonment, it becomes
difficult to discuss this dimension in the case of Mshatta. Although there are some hints,
such as this torso fragment found in the presumable throne area of the complex, which
might hint to a Khirbat al-Mafjar-esque sculptural program.304 The large rosettes found
on the triple arch entrance façade to the inner palace complex also hint at a continuation
of the design motifs found on the façade. However this must remain at the level of
conjecture, and the façade must stand on its own for us.
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However, the phenomenological experience of the façade remains discordant. It
would seem that the very practice of figuration itself is rendered here mutable, in-flux,
and unstable before the eyes of the observer set in motion, an experience that exists both
in physical space but also in time, as the observer employs their cognitive faculties of
memory and sense of duration. This discord does not unify or become reconciled, but
rather sustains itself via the body and its faculties.
The façade existed in a very bright place where multiple observing bodies
considered not only their relation to the façade but also their relations to each other, as
their dark shadows cast across the deep carvings, in motion, simultaneously obscuring
and revealing different aspects of the program, animating and vivifying the flora and
fauna. As the façade is oriented towards the south, sunlight hits it directly certain times of
year, thus any figure in front of it would project a dark shadow upon the carvings (fig.
2.58). Quite literally, their visual trace in the form of their shadows (presumably
sometimes in motion) cast atop these animated sculptural forms supplements the
animation of the stone carvings. This space enabled a kind of group participation in the
act of sight that was not possible within the confines of the Dome of the Rock’s interior.
We will see in the following section how the active participation of viewers, facilitated
by visual form, came to be the defining characteristic of two extraordinary places of
visual spectacle: the reception hall at Khirbat al-Mafjar and the interior of the bathhouse
at Qusayr ‘Amra.
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Towards a Concept of Visual Spectacle: The Cases of Khirbat al-Mafjar and Qusayr
‘Amra
The visual program of the reception hall of Khirbat al-Mafjar (mid 8th century
C.E.), as it is known from the collection of the fragments of its sculptural program in the
Rockefeller Museum in Jerusalem, the remains of the monumental complex and its
mosaic floors in Jericho, and in the reconstructions appearing in the work of Robert
Hamilton, evokes a sense of eclecticism and visual whimsy. The constituent parts of this
program include such components as a chain composed of links carved from limestone,
squat statues of men and women in varying stages of undress, a poly-lobed dome oculus
with protruding disembodied heads, and a mosaic program that includes a dizzying array
of geometric patterns and one of the most well-known figural compositions of the early
Islamic period, a lion hunting gazelle (figs. 2.59-2.65).
In all respects the artistic program found at Khirbat al-Mafjar pushes the
possibilities of visual form, explores its potentialities, and pursues a visual programmatic
that lays bare all possibilities of its working repertoire. For the art historian and
archaeologist, it represents a visual archive; a venue in which to consider a full spectrum
of Umayyad artistic production. For its audience it presents a composed visual
environment of no limitations. This is a space of no conceits, ungoverned forms that
explore every aspect of their own materiality seemingly without restraint. Within this
space, mosaic and sculpture are endowed with autonomy, with the privilege to perform to
their greatest potential. This is fitting, as the location in which much of this visual
material was discovered was the reception hall attached to Khirbat al-Mafjar’s bath
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complex, a venue that was most likely used for performances of music and poetry (fig.
81).305
To see Khirbat al-Mafjar in these visual fragments is to confront a monumental
space that is something akin to Borges's citation of the division of animals within the
Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge, the Chinese Encyclopedia, famously
evoked in the preface to Michel Foucault's The Order of Things. The division is as
follows,"(a) belonging to the Emperor (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e)
sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied,
(j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetra, (m) having just
broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies."306
Foucault's observation of this itemization; "where else could they be juxtaposed
except in the non-place of language," could perhaps be analogized to an inquiry into the
space of Khirbat al-Mafjar reconstituted variously by archaeological conjecture,
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chronicles of poetic performance, and conceptions of late antique courtly practice.307
Where else could these fragments of culture be gathered together? However, no matter
how fragmentary or hypothetical these reconstructions are, they do not within themselves
stitch together or make possible the propinquity of the set of objects in question. What
ultimately does take on this function is the sense of sight itself as it is operational in
consort with the body and cognitive faculties of the viewer. Locating, defining, and
situating the gaze within this space is to reveal its undergirding, its system of operation
whereupon what is enumerated as eclectic can be re-constituted as something akin to
visual spectacle.
In its present form, the fragments of the reception hall of Khirbat al-Mafjar, have
the appearance of being something like the late antique version of Claes Oldenburg’s
Store of 1961 (fig. 2.67).308 I find this comparison productive for more than one reason,
because it leads me to consider the conceptual parameters of this hall as one being
without any stable program of a unifying meaning.309 We will examine some of these
elements in the next chapter in relation to this question of meaning. Here as we are
concerned with what exactly the visual experience of this place is. We will consider it to
be something in between the Robert Hamilton of 1959 who produced an extended and
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thorough formal analysis of the complex and the Robert Hamilton of 1988 who gave us a
biography of the prince Walid ibn al-Yazid in which it was implied that the various
idiosyncrasies of the visual program were driven by the personality of this supposed
patron.
The question of what lies between meaning-attribution exercises and formal
description, analysis, and reconstruction, is one that has been engaged throughout this
chapter, but here comes into full view as we engage this question of what exactly
constitutes visual spectacle at this time. It is interesting in the case of Khirbat al-Mafjar
that the various visual fragments remaining on the site and at the Rockefeller Museum are
a testament to the presence of a spectacle, but one that in its condition of fragmentation
cannot be reconstituted to offer us a means by which to develop a concept around it. We
are able to grasp at it in discrete glances and can say something certainly of the diversity
of media on display in the space of the reception hall, but it is hard to work out its exact
parameters. One can think of the limitations in the following way: if we somehow
hypothetically created a complete digital rendering of the space as it would have existed,
which is a big if, given our limited understanding of the full program, we would need to
also understand the ways in which viewers would experientially and subjectively engage
with their visual environment. There is only so much one can understand from accounts
of poetic and musical performance as they appear in the Kitab al-Aghani, among other
sources, that primarily emphasize ceremonial pastimes as expressions of royal authority
and virtuosic poetic and musical performances. These kinds of accounts, while
illuminating in that they give us insight into the kinds of activities occurring in these
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spaces, they in reality tell us very little about how these spaces would have been
perceived at an experiential level.
To confront this limitation, before re-engaging with the Mafjar reception hall let
us turn to a space that is analogous to it in several respects, but gives us a body of visual
material that does not present the same limitations of preservation. This is the interior of
the small bathhouse of Qusayr ‘Amra in Jordan’s eastern desert. It gives us unique insight
into the visual world of the Umayyad court as it is, barring the issues of the restoration of
its dense fresco program, a by and large complete and intact nexus of images and
epigraphy that are fully audience immersive.310
At first glance, the interior of Qusayr ‘Amra is one that is quite simply
overwhelming, not only to the modern art historian, but also most likely to the period
viewer. I spoke in the introductory chapter of this space as one that appears to be literally
built by images. It is also a space that is fundamentally confounding to conventional art
historical analysis in that it is in itself a gallery of a number of subjects that can be
characterized as something akin to the abovementioned categories in the Chinese
dictionary, including various ruler portraits, mythological and cosmological figures, hunt-
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related scenes, personifications of various occupations featured on the barrel vaulted
ceilings, among other categories of images.311
These scenes are distributed across the entire interior of the bath complex which
consists of 4 rooms (fig. 2.68). The largest is a three-aisled reception hall immediately
inside the entrance. Each aisle is covered by a barrel vault and features an alcove with
311
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two side rooms on the side of the central aisle opposite the entrance. The eastern wall of
the east aisle is punctured by an entrance that leads to a small apodyterium. A portal on
the northern wall of the apodyterium leads to the tepidarium and in turn, a portal on its
eastern wall leads to the domed caldarium, which features a well-known rendering of the
celestial sphere with the signs of the zodiac.
I believe though that within this program there are a number of visual nexus
points, images that are both centrally located within the array of images around them, and
seem to speak to their viewer beyond the given themes or subjects of their overt
presentation, that has been the main focus of much, if not all of the scholarship on these
frescos. My analysis will feature one of these nexus points, located on the western wall of
the main audience hall, the most visually prominent wall upon entering the space, that
constitutes one’s entire visual field on one’s right hand side.
Just to the right of the well-known fresco of the six kings is a depiction of a
discordant space (fig. 2.69). This space is largely defined by its architectonic features:
four columns and connecting arches which each support what appears to be a tiled roof.
These architectural components frame a cast of human figures all engaged in either
seeing or being seen. The central figure, a female bather, stands atop a pool with an
absolutely frontal gaze directed out into the central space of the bath hall, into the world
of images across from her. This is not a gaze which engages one-to-one with the
viewership in the hall, but one that is operational within what we will come to call ‘a
world of looking.’
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With her left hand she raises some kind of translucent cloth, perhaps it is
intended to be a curtain, and if so, looks to be anchored somewhere on the arch situated
perhaps in front of and to the left of her head. I say perhaps because the position of her
head relative to the arch above it is made slightly ambiguous. Regardless, it can be said
that she is not only pulling the curtain back rendering herself visible, but also pulling
back the curtain on the entire scene behind her, including the cluster of figures to her
right and the two to her left. It is also possible that the cloth she is grasping is in fact a
piece of drapery from her own body, the architectural ambiguities of the space and the
manner of its irregular perspectival rendering makes this difficult to discern. Regardless,
this gesture, carried out with a bold flourish of her arm, activates the entire scene. It is a
gesture of supreme theatricality, one that inaugurates our subjective position of
viewership: we are looking into a world of looking.
This world of looking is one that is rendered overtly architectural. The image
expresses an understanding of sight as something that is inherently spatial in its nature.
Sight here of course occurs within architectural space, but this space is not a neutral or
inert backdrop for the scene, but it is rather an active and constituent agent of it. Sight
here is expressed as something that is staged by architecture. The figures gazing down
upon the bather from her right are closely hemmed in by virtue of their position in a tight
gallery space. The representation of a columned arcade just below their feet convey a
sense of height to their position. Not only does architectural form dictate the terms under
which their vision takes place, but it also shows us explicitly that this was a space to be
used for vision, that monumental complexes were venues wherein seeing and being seen
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were of high priority to their users, enough so, that such a scenario was deemed worthy of
representation.
The figure to the bather’s left stands in contrast to the representation of group
spectatorship just discussed (fig. 2.70). This woman is autonomous and is presented very
differently from the crowd, almost a study in contrasts. She is shown in full length,
wearing a robe that heavily drapes her body. She stands just in front of the right-hand
column of the central arch with her lower right leg slightly obscured by the edge of the
pool. She gestures with her bare right arm in the direction of the bather, with her
expressive eyes following the path given by her arm. Her posture in a way provides a
visual balance for the arm of the bather, almost as if she is giving it support from beneath
the elbow. But for whom is her arm’s command to look meant for? She is most definitely
standing to the rear of the bather, seemingly within the same plane as the observers in the
gallery. Her hand gestures also seem to echo those from the gallery, which are all largely
directed toward the bather, with some exceptions. In this way then, she is the fulfilling
the role of the crowd in the gallery. The way that her eyes are oriented are in synchrony
with her hand shows us that gesture and sight were two processes that could be
conceptually linked. This gesture appears to hold an imperative function, it is a command
to behold, a way to say “look upon this figure before you.” Thus within the image itself
we have a conceptual stratification of roles where the bather within the image is made
into an image for those within the picture. By virtue of gesture and sight the bather is
made into an image within an image.
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Standing behind a curtain to the bather’s left is another partially exposed figure;
only her tilted head and right hand are visible as she peers above some kind of balustrade
or cross-beam between the two column capitals from which the arch above her head
springs. Her gaze, while it is directed by her quite slanted head, appears to be looking out
towards the bather, but quite possibly could be directed at us as well. The extreme tilt of
her head appears to be doing the work of the aforementioned woman’s arm: gesturing to
the center of the composition. However, there are two details of her form that warrant
mention: her necklace appears to be quite similar to that of the bather, and the suggestion
of bare shoulders indicates, at least to me, that this is either a representation of the bather
before drawing the curtain back: observe the hand in close proximity to the curtain, or
that she is another object of spectacle on the cusp of being seen before this audience; to
subsequently take the presently occupied space front and center, to be placed on view
before the beholders within the image and within the real-life reception area.
Both of these interpretations raise deeper conceptual questions about the
representation of temporality and narrative within this space of spectacle. The presence of
the woman behind the curtain to the rear introduces either a past or future tense: this
obscured body is the past appearance of what is now on full frontal display or this
obscured body is one that will in the future be displayed in the same manner as the one
that is currently foregrounded. The image is one that suggests the motion of time. It
renders vision as a sense that witnesses images as they unfold in time and space, as they
are revealed from behind a curtain. As a result of this, the ontological status of the bather
is fundamentally different from that of the surrounding figures. As part of a rotational
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mode of display, she dwells within a temporary state, her position as visual object is
impermanent in contrast to the audience behind and in front of her.
The fact that the heels of her feet bridge the edge of the plunge pool that she
stands atop is not insignificant. The odd placement of her feet put her into an ambiguous
relationship with both the scene behind her and the real-life space in front of her. She
occupies an area that is in between the architecture behind her and that in the hall itself.
Though the barrel vaults of the reception area at Qusayr ‘Amra are not supported by
columns, the arched support structure for the tiled roof in the image certainly evokes
them. There is also an odd uncanniness when one looks at the bather from top to bottom
or bottom up; she appears to be split between two different picture planes. As discussed
above, the languid grip she holds onto the curtain with her right hand firmly ties her to
the architectural world behind her, while the placement of her feet testify to her presence
in a space much closer to us. The absolute flatness of her body independent of her
background and foreground perceptually annuls the visual tension created by these
relations. These are the conditions of an object under spectacle, one that is furthermore an
object to be coveted and desired. In a way, this is a further instantiation of the visual
wonderment seen in the case of the Sana’a Qu’ran images, the Great Mosque of
Damascus, and the Dome of the Rock, however here fully contextualized within the
confines of a space of courtly leisure.
The audience of this spectacle has long since departed this reception hall,
however an extraordinary snapshot of it remains in the so many faces and gestures of
those represented and gathered behind the balustrade in the upper left side of the
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composition (fig. 2.71). This is an extraordinary image, one that instantiates precisely
what we have been after over the course of this chapter: a snapshot of how the viewing
public was understood in the Umayyad period, and here it is literally instantiated before
us. The six and a half faces that remain react in an individuated way to the scene before
them. The right-most of these figures gestures with his or her arm over the balustrade,
pointing to the bather with an outstretched arm, with a large textile draping over the edge.
His or her hand is rendered with two fingers outstretched in the same configuration of the
bather’s right hand. Within this scene there are two other hands of note. One is located,
palm-out, front and center in the composition, outstretched toward the bather in a way
that echoes the gesture of the woman just to the bather’s left. In the current state of this
fresco’s preservation, this hand looks to be disembodied, but I believe most likely
belongs to the figure between the one with the brown shirt, and the side profile-oriented
figure on the far left of the crowd. The third hand, belonging to the brown-shirted figure,
is perhaps the most interesting as it gestures to something allegedly outside the reality of
what is framed by the architectural elements. It, along with the figure’s tilted head, points
to the storied six kings.
These six kings of course are also engaged in the act of gesturing (fig. 2.72). Each
appears with their right hand outstretched acknowledging the seated figure who is most
likely the patron of the bath hall on the adjacent wall. It is interesting to note though, that
the height of the six kings/bather panel in comparison with that of the patron in repose is
comparatively lower, making the directionality of their deferential gestures ambiguous.
One can imagine that these six hands might in fact be gesturing to the real-life presence
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of the patron who could very well have been in repose beneath his representation in the
spot just to the left of the conservator in this image (fig. 2.73). By means of gesture, but
also by means of architecture with the left-most column of the central composition being
shared between these two compositions, the six kings are spatially and visually related to
the spectacle of the bather in addition to the reclined figure on the end wall and perhaps
the real-life form of the bathhouse’s patron.
All of these panels are usually treated as formally separate images, as flat
compositions viewed head on, much like the mosaics of the Great Mosque of Damascus.
However as we have seen here, these images are linked, not only be means of physical
connection, like that left-most column between the bather and the six kings, or the
physical trespass of the foot of one of the gladiatorial combatants in the scene to the
bather’s left. These small visual cues along with the power of gesture, which would
undoubtedly been a feature of any courtly gathering within this space, all serve to make
the entire scene more dynamic. Again, just as was discussed in relation to the Sana’a
Qur’an, the idea of close looking and visual detail is one that is absolutely present here.
Taking a step back, what are some of the parameters of spectacle that we see on
display? For sure Qusayr ‘Amra shares the eclecticism of Khirbat al-Mafjar, but we can
detect through this close reading of one panel, an idea of visual spectacle as being a
fundamentally participatory activity. The quality of the images as being reflective of
realities occurring within the space itself, something Qusay ‘Amra shares with the Dome
of the Rock, in that the mosaics contained representations of the various treasures said to
hang under the dome, brings images and viewers into a shared world. The image of the
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bather and her audience not only echoes the visual world of the actual bath hall, but does
so in a way that includes its viewers within its space. The observation made above about
how the bather inhabits two picture planes is key in this respect. The expressiveness of
this and the other visual details within these works contributes to an understanding of
visual spectacle as something that is actively observed and discussed by a participatory
audience.
The effort made to include the viewer within the work is not only accomplished
by the inclusion of these details and gestures of pointing, but also by the very architecture
of the space in which it is situated. The panel featuring the six kings is at a 90 degree
angle to the image of the enthroned patron, presumably the prince Walid b. al-Yazid, as
identified by an inscription above the window on this wall (fig. 2.74).312 The way that
these two images meet physically in that corner of the wall gives the viewer who is
inhabiting the space a sense of enclosure. As they look up into that corner, they see a
visual world that continues from one side to the other despite the vine scroll border
situated in between the kings and the actual corner of the building. It seems that this is
important, that there is something about the gesture of looking up and pointing at some
aspect or another of the image is a trait implicit within spectacle. Closer to ground level,
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we even have fresco imitation of veined marble revetment (fig. 2.75).313 This, combined
with the relative height of the images takes us visually back to the courtyard of the Great
Mosque of Damascus. Of course the landscape of architectural spectacles on display
within those mosaic compositions was far less interactive and intimate as what we see
here.
Above, I said that this world of looking was one that was overtly architectural.
There is something odd about this architecture. Fowden in his study attempted to identify
if these features were meant to represent a certain building type.314 The results were
largely inconclusive; it was claimed that this was an effort to represent a domed space,
which I don’t find terribly convincing, or for that matter relevant. Rather it is the almost
amateurish quality of this representation in light of the masterful treatment of the various
figures and their textiles and in contrast to the tight and standardized architectural frames
used to organize the various personifications which appear on the ceiling (fig. 2.14). One
might also make an outside comparison to the architectural renderings seen in the Sana’a
Qur’an, where spatial depth was conveyed but with a level of confident architectural
depiction not seen in this case. The jarringly experimental nature of this represented
space is provocative. The forced way that all of the figures in the composition are framed
in testifies to the importance with which the composers of the image give to spatial depth.
Depth was to be represented no matter how jarring it might seem to the viewer. When a
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figure is depicted as the woman behind the curtain to the bather’s left with her head tilted
in deference to the arch above her head, the designers seem to be emphasizing her status
as background relative to the foreground of the bather. This not only facilitates
conversation about architectural space to the viewer, but highlights its importance when it
comes to the presentation of visual spectacle.
We have come a long way from our initial assessment of the nature of visual
spectacle in the Umayyad period. The discussion of this one zone of the Qusayr ‘Amra
frescos shows us what we lack in the visual program of Khirbat al-Mafar to be able to
assess how that program engaged with its viewership. The various pieces of revetment,
which do include some extremely fragmentary pieces of fresco painting, are in such a
state as to really be incapable of discerning this engagement.315 However, in light of this
lack, we are certainly able to say that such engagement was plausibly present at Khirbat
al-Mafjar. Visual spectacle was participatory, conceiving of a viewing public as being an
active and essential component of the visual program. The dichotomy of ‘the viewer’ and
‘the viewed’ were broken down, much as we saw in our consideration of the Mshatta
façade when it was said that the dichotomy between ‘figuration’ and ‘aniconism’ was
destabilized by virtue of the participant viewer. In all, these spaces conceived of a
viewership that were agents in their own right in making their own visual experience in
coordination with what they saw around them.

315

Oleg Grabar, “The Paintings,” in Khirbat Al Mafjar: An Arabian Mansion in the
Jordan Valley, ed. Robert Hamilton (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959), 294-326.
170

Chapter Three: Meaning and Form in Umayyad Images

“‘Umar came near the Black stone and kissed it and said “No doubt, I know that you are a stone and can
neither benefit anyone nor harm anyone. Had I not seen the Prophet kiss you I would not have kissed
you.””
Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ (Ḥajj, 50)316
“Writing, Phaedrus, has this strange quality, and it is very like painting; for the creatures of painting stand
like living beings, but if one asks them a question, they preserve a solemn silence. And so it is with written
words; you might think they spoke as if they had intelligence, but if you question them, wishing to know
about their sayings, they always say only one and the same thing.”
Plato, Phaedrus317

This chapter considers how meaning and form relate to one another during the
Umayyad period and the role of visual perception in this interaction. I became curious
about this question after exposure to an assortment of images that each seemed to be
sufficiently idiosyncratic to be a part of a visual symbolic language. However, I was
finding that the various interpretations offered for these images were not only highly
speculative but also assumed that there were definitive attributions of meaning to form.
Among the many examples of this I could mention, one stands out as particularly
paradigmatic: a small composition of a knife and fruit from the mosaic floor of the
Khirbat al-Mafjar reception hall (fig. 3.1). There are of course more examples of such
images, some of which will be addressed at various points within the chapter.
The knife and fruit composition is located at the base of the middle exedra of the
back western wall of the reception hall, marked ‘Apse V’ on a diagram of the mosaic
floors provided by Hamilton (fig. 3.2).318 The square with the image is situated at the
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center of a band located at the base of a scaled-patterned semicircle amid four other white
squares with non-pictorial designs (fig. 3.3). This multi-colored scale pattern radiates out
from a half-tondo located just above the square with the image. It contains a central
stylized flower with concentric blue and red petals, and thin yellow petals pointing
outwards toward the fanned-out scales. From Hamilton’s diagram, we also see how Apse
V is located at one end of an axial line that runs through the center of the hall to the main
entrance on the other end. Its place of prominence results in considerable visual emphasis
upon the image.
The pictorial composition is made up of essentially three parts: a group or cluster
of yellow bulbous fruits, a blue-green colored twig with a spray of leaves sprouting from
the base of the fruit extending up its left side, and a thin dark-handled knife to its right.
The cluster of fruit is comprised of five individual fruits that look to be clustered
together. The dark gold colored lines that make up their outer edges are also used in the
center of the composition to indicate one fruit, the small one in the lower left, to be in
front of a larger one in the rear. To me, the ovular tear-dropped shape and the color
would indicate that they are lemons, but one cannot be sure. The blue-green twig to the
fruit cluster’s left is vertically oriented and features two almond-shaped leaves growing
out from it. One, the largest, is vertically aligned with its tip roughly at the same level as
the top of the fruit cluster and the knife’s tip. The other leaf at the lower left follows the
curve of the twig and terminates at the point where the twig turns upwards. The knife is
composed of a black handle and a narrow gray blade that is joined to it by a gold-colored
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ring. While the fruit seems to be depicted in a naturalistic way, its large scale relative to
the knife and the twig, gives it a place of visual prominence.
In Robert Hamilton’s monographic study of the monument, he says of the image,
“all this is mysterious. The panel represents something; but not any of the things usually
chosen for representation by ancient artists, whether from life or nature.”319 He continues
his speculation: “was it something to eat, ready to be dissected with the knife? Or was it
connected with vegetation or gardening, and therefore shown burgeoning into leaf? Or
was it neither the one nor the other?”320 Eventually Hamilton concludes; “there can be
only one answer to these questions: the panel was precisely a riddle, either an ideogram
or a rebus, designed to perplex or amuse.”321 He defers the answer to the riddle to various
“Arab visitors,” who remarked to Gerald Lankester Harding, a former Director of the
Department of Antiquities of Jordan, that “it means, they say, the Khalīfah and his
Wife.”322 Hamilton slightly amends this saying he takes the image to be, “Man, Woman,
and Child.”323
Richard Ettinghausen disagreed with this interpretation giving three arguments
against it: the lack of “vegetal or culinary symbolism” in the Classical or Sasanian world;
that the size disparity between the male knife and voluminous female fruit is not
commiserate with the “male-centered civilization” of the Arab world, and finally he
contends that it not probable that a representation of royalty would be situated on the
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floor in danger of being walked on.324 Instead, he argues that to understand the motif, it
needs to be put in relation to the function of the space, namely that it is an agricultural
estate.325 The fruit is thus a kind of “welcoming gift, the first produce of the season, the
symbol of the tithe, or possibly a kind of local hors d’oeuvre.”326 He also relates this
pictorial offering as being akin to the tribute bearers featured on the walls of Apadana,
the Achaemenid palace at Persepolis, dated to the 5th Century B.C.E.327
In The Formation of Islamic Art, Grabar does not appear to be satisfied with
either of these explanations, using the knife and fruit as an example in a wider argument
regarding the undecipherability of the visual idiosyncrasies within the Umayyad courtly
arts.328 However in a short follow up article to his lengthy monograph, Hamilton would
appear to disagree with both Grabar and Ettinghausen, whom he singles out as being
especially off-base with regard to his interpretation of the image. He states that, “the
context alone is reason enough for rejecting the too simple assumption that knife and
vegetable were literal images.”329 The remainder of the article endeavors to solve the
cypher. To do this, he incorporates other visual elements of Apse V, namely the equally
odd and idiosyncratic stone sculptural chain that supposedly hung from the top of the
apse’s semi-dome and to him represents an “architectural witticism,” a parody of an
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official symbol of Sasanian kingship (fig. 2.59 and fig. 3.4).330 He also consults the kitab
al-Aghani [the Book of Songs], an anthology of poetry and various anecdotes about
poets, singers, musicians, and courtly life that was composed in 10th century Baghdad by
Abū l-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī.331 He finds within it a patron for whom the playfulness of the
cypher and the other elements of the visual program, as he understood it, match the
personal disposition of the Umayyad prince and later caliph, Walid ibn Yazid (r. 743-744
C.E.).332
Underlying Hamilton’s interpretation of the image is an assumption that it is a
pictorial representation, in this case given the presence of no other figural images within
the main hall, amounts to a symbolic language. The image is parsed into three “signs:”
the fruit, the knife, and the branch.333 These are each given linguistic labels in Arabic,
respectively: the mother (al-wālidah), the father (al-wālid), and the son (al-walīd).334
These labels reveal, in turn, the name of the “unpredictable and trouble-seeking prince:”
al-Walid ibn Yazid.335 What is posited here is a system of rebus signification reliant on

330

Hamilton, “Khirbat al Mafjar: The Bath Hall Reconsidered,” 129-130 and 132.
Hamilton, “Khirbat al Mafjar: The Bath Hall Reconsidered,” 128, 132, 137. This
source is also the main subject of Oleg Grabar’s 1955 dissertation. See Oleg Grabar,
“Ceremonial and Art at the Umayyad Court” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 1955). For
further information on its process of compilation and the representation of Umayyad-era
personas in it, see Hilary Kilpatrick, Making the Great Book of Songs: compilation and
the author's craft in Abū l-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī's Kitāb al-aghānī (London: Routledge
Curzon, 2003) and Hilary Kilpatrick, “ʿUmar ibn ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, al-Walīd ibn Yazīd and
their Kin: Images of the Umayyads in the Kitāb al-aghānī,” in Umayyad Legacies:
Medieval Memories from Syria to Spain, eds. Antoine Borrut and Paul M. Cobb (Leiden:
Brill, 2010), 63-87.
332
Hamilton, “Khirbat al Mafjar: The Bath Hall Reconsidered,” 126-138
333
Hamilton, “Khirbat al Mafjar: The Bath Hall Reconsidered,” 135.
334
Hamilton, “Khirbat al Mafjar: The Bath Hall Reconsidered,” 135.
335
Hamilton, “Khirbat al Mafjar: The Bath Hall Reconsidered,” 135.
175
331

language and on a viewer who can discern the trick.336 The identification of these visual
forms as “hieroglyphs” is particularly telling as it implies the presence of a Rosetta stone
by which to decode them. Hamilton makes sure to supply the words al-wālidah, al-wālid,
and al-walīd in Arabic script as well, presumably to further solidify his philological
credentials. The image is seen as something akin to a foundation inscription placed on
direction of the patron. Hamilton in subsequent years reaffirms this interpretation which
attains something of a frontispiece status within his 1988 biography of Prince Walid.337
I am less intrigued by the results of this analysis, than I am by the formal aspects
of its presentation, in particular the dyadic relation between Hamilton and Ettinghausen.
The respective readings of the image as a riddle foundation inscription and as a literal
offering of fruit not only reflect different understandings of what the image means, but
also how it means. To buy into Hamilton’s interpretation, one must understand images to
be symbols participating in a linguistic system. To buy Ettinghausen’s one must bring a
literal understanding of images to bear; fruit is fruit and nothing more. Thus what seems
to be a debate about meaning becomes one about the mechanics of meaning within the
Umayyad image. While I think that Grabar is largely correct in his assertion that these
kinds of images are largely not understandable due to the very obvious epistemological
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limitations that arise when attempt to attribute meaning to given forms of this period,
these images do offer us insight into the possibilities of how they come to express
meaning, whatever that may be.
The fruit and knife, like many of the images discussed in this chapter, testifies to
the impossibility of attributing definitive meanings to given visual motifs. It seductively
conforms to art historical expectations for what objects that signify look like. To the
modern viewer, it appears to be an iconic image, made with the intention of conveying
some kind of significance to its viewer. This is due to both its idiosyncrasy, which
differentiates it from surrounding decorative motifs and apparent engagement with the
concept that images are meant to operate in a linguistic manner. Our incapacity to
understand it as a linguistic operation is due to our simple lack of knowing the language
in which it inhabits. This lack is made tangible by the very practice of art historical
iconography, when the epistemic limits of the method are exposed.338 In short, the
interesting question to me thus becomes, what recourse do we have to working with an
image like this in light of these limitations. In what ways can scholarship in the field be
further advanced that doesn’t perpetuate the search for meanings that will always be
questionable in the end?
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This chapter is an extended answer to this question. The sections below chronicle
how I came to understand aspects of the visual programs of the Dome of the Rock, the
Great Mosque of Damascus, the numismatic record, the Mshatta façade, and the mosaic
floor of Khirbat al-Mafjar, by thinking through the processes by which they conveyed
meaning rather than the meanings themselves. I found that by taking this approach to the
question, I came to see the Umayyad period as a cultural moment of experimentation:
when relationships between meaning and form were being actively conceptualized and
thought through by means of the production of visual material. This is in many ways an
argument that is parallel to that of Chapter Two, that this was a time when the subjective
conditions of the Umayyad viewer were being configured. Thus, as the viewing subject
comes into being, the viewed object is subjected to equal cultural scrutiny in the
Umayyad moment.
The first part of this chapter defines the concept of the gaze and its role as
interlocutor between the viewer and the viewed image. Through an examination of a later
textual source, The Book of Idols, and aspects of the visual programs of the Great Mosque
of Damascus and the Dome of the Rock, it argues that the gaze itself came to operate as a
signifying agent. In the second part, attention shifts focus from the gaze to the visual
object itself. It does this through an examination of the Umayyad numismatic record, a
body of material in which it is argued there was active investigation of how meaning was
disseminated to the viewer. In the third part we examine the relationship between
meaning and medium by examining the mechanics of how textiles come to be
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represented and in turn came to represent various things in the visual programs of Qusayr
‘Amra, Mshatta, and Khirbat al-Mafjar, with the latter two being the main focus.

Signifying Visions in Umayyad Religious Space: Sight(s) in the Dome of the Rock and the
Great Mosque of Damascus

The in-between space that exists between a viewing subject and a visible object is
always provisional. The viewing subject and the viewed object mark the bounds of this
space, but are never in a stable relationship with it. This space we will call ‘the gaze' is
always one of being posterior to a duality. It is something that is birthed out of a prior
pairing and emerges into a set of overdetermined relations, that is can only be accounted
for by considering multiple stakeholders. In certain circumstances the gaze in the early
Islamic period, with these unique ontological conditions, becomes a signifying agent. It
was singled out and took on meanings of its own that were autonomous from, but in
intimate relation with the seer and the seen. We find powerful attestations of this in the
visual programs of the Dome of the Rock (690/91 C.E.) and the Great Mosque of
Damascus (706-715 C.E.). These visual instantiations were not one-offs; they operated
within a discursive intellectual space that, in the early Islamic period, was extraordinarily
active in thinking through the varied relations between visual perception and the
production of meaning.
This intellectual space included practitioners and patrons of the visual arts, but
also a wide circle of writers and thinkers in a diverse set of disciplines. In order to lay the
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conceptual foundations for this discursive space, I will begin by identifying some of the
basic concepts that form the foundations for early Islamic thought regarding the
signifying agency of visual perception. To do this, I will turn to a set of texts that come to
us under the umbrella title of Kitāb al-Aṣnām, the Book of Idols, allegedly authored by
Hishām b. Muḥammad al-Kalbī.339 The text was anthologized sometime between 763 C.E
and 944-45 C.E., and chronicles practices of shirk (idolatry) in the Arabian Peninsula
during the pre-Islamic ‘age of ignorance,’ the jāhiliyya period.340
Selecting the Book of Idols as a conceptual inroad into the wider early Islamic
discourse on visual perception is not a readily apparent choice for a number of reasons. In
its fully instantiated form, it post-dates the Umayyad monuments that are here of primary
analytic concern. There is also no overt discussion of sight or visuality, nor any
discussion of signification and sign systems at a theoretical or conceptual level apart from
the recounting of ritual practices. This text has been identified as fulfilling a polemical
purpose, in that it presents a monotheistic critique of idolatrous behavior, therefore not
presenting an authentic account of historical cultural practices.341 At best, it can offer us a
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vision into how pre-Islamic idolatry was perceived within various intellectual circles of
the early Islamic period.342
However, while the Book of Idols makes no direct mention of visual perception or
sight in the abstract, its subject matter is undoubtedly of a visual nature. Each of the 23
entries that make up the compilation detail the various venerative practices performed
before individual and multiple idols. Three terms are used to describe them:
sanam/asnam, watan/awtan, and nasb/ansab.343 The first two are largely interchangeable
but both denote 'statue' or 'idol.' The third denotes a "raised stone or baetyl."344 Further
physical description of these idols is rather perfunctory and not dwelled upon in the text.
As in-depth analysis will make clear, there is considerable variation in the forms these
idols take; from figural sculptures to various kinds of abstractions like stones or carved
minerals. These nuances aside, each featured idol remains first and foremost a three
dimensional object of visual veneration.
As the visuality of its objects in question is already assumed as an obvious point,
the Kitāb al-Aṣnām cannot be expected to be a treatise or philosophical disquisition on
the nature of sight. It is precisely this lack that makes it a compelling source for our
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purposes. For the work is a set of historical attributes and narratives that are laid upon
these visual objects in a completely naturalized way. In this sense, the text provides
unprecedented access into what remain un-uttered cultural practices and assumptions.
While it is undoubtedly true that these narratives are polemical and engage with various
tropes concerning idolatry and the jāhiliyya, they nonetheless present an authentic and
expandable view of how sight was conceptualized in the early Islamic period.
Of focus in this study, and most relevant to the subsequent analysis of the Dome
of the Rock and the Great Mosque of Damascus, are the ways in which the signifying
agency of the various featured idols is articulated.345 There are three primary ways in
which the signifying agency of the idols is manifested. They will be considered and
analyzed sequentially from the most basic to the most complex topography. The three
semiotic practices include: the act of naming offspring after a given idol, the utilization of
written text as a communicative mediation between idols and their worshippers, and
thirdly, utilization of the inherent ambiguities built within sign systems as a means by
which to disrupt the fixity of meaning. All three of these practices make clear that in the
early Islamic period, visual objects, sight, and the gaze, were all endowed with signifying
agencies of various kinds.
Ibn al-Kalbi speaks of the Arabs inhabiting the environs of Mecca and Medina
worshipping, in chronological succession, three idols: Manāh, Allāt, and al-‘Uzza.346 In
each case, it is said that the Arabs would name their offspring after the idols, endowing
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their children with such names as ‘Abd Manāh, Taym-Allāt, and ‘Abd al-‘Uzza ibn
Ka’b.347 In one way, these names are imitative of Muslim nomenclature practices.348
However, each of these idols was an object of the visual world, readily perceivable.
Manāh was of unspecified form and stood on the oceanfront near a town called alMushallal, Allāt was a cubic rock above which a structure was built, and al-‘Uzza took
the form of a hysteric Abyssinian woman with wild hair.349 The employment of the
linguistic signifier, be it ‘Manāh,’ ‘Allāt’, or ‘al-‘Uzza,’ becomes a direct referent to a
form who’s mode of being is first and foremost visual.
This signifier, the name, perpetuates over generations of descendants, and in turn
becomes the subject of historical record, both oral and written. It is a signifier that has a
directionality to it, as it is one that, in a metaphysical way, emanates from its source, and
also perpetuates its root cause, the idol. It is in this process that the realm of the visual
becomes inextricably linked to that of the realm of signs. Much more could be said about
the capacity to name and its understood implications in the cultural sphere of the early
Islamic period. For this argument, it is sufficient to claim that the Kitāb al-Aṣnām
establishes a direct linkage between signifying agency and the visually perceivable world.
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Before the idols dhu al-Kahlaṣah and Hubal, venerators would seek
communication by means of belomancy, arrow divination.350 The linguistic sign was an
integral part of this process. Dhu al-Kahlaṣah, an idol in the form of a piece of carved
white quartz, located in the village of Tabālah in eastern Yemen, had before it three
arrows inscribed with the words: al-āmir, al-nāhi, and al-mutarabbiṣ, the enjoiner, the
forbidder, and the vigilant. Hubal was an idol kept in the confines of the Ka’bah in
Mecca, it took the form of a man rendered in red agate. Before it was placed seven
arrows, and of these seven two names were known to Ibn al-Kalbi: ‘ṣarīḥ’ and ‘mulṣaq’,
‘pure’ and ‘associated alien.’351 Dhu al-Kahlaṣah was visited by those seeking advice
particularly regarding military affairs. The interested party would stand before the idol,
and select an arrow at random, which would in turn provide a verdict on the upcoming
planned activity, i.e. whether it be forbidden, encouraged, or something to be weary of.
Likewise, before Hubal, children of questionable lineage were brought to ascertain their
purity or lack thereof.352 Thus, these idols were endowed with a form of speech: the
ability to dispense divine utterances in the form of linguistic signs written upon arrows.
Signification comes about through a triangulation of the idol, the inquiring party,
and the divination arrows. The substantive communication occurs through the binary
exchange between the inquirer and the arrows. The visual presence of the idol, in this
case either the carved piece of white quartz or the statue of the man in red agate, provides
essential legitimation for this communication. For it is the god, not the arrows, to which
350
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the interested party directs their query. Thus, again we have an attestation of signifying
agency possessed by an object in the perceivable world. The idol, in a literal and
metaphysical sense, presides over the entire process of utterance. It is simultaneously
supplemental and constitutive of the signifying acts performed. These visual objects were
not understood to be merely vessels deigned to passively accept venerative gestures, but
were rather active agents participating in a dialogical relationship with their beholders.
For both prior examples, the idol itself retains a constancy of meaning; its proper
name is in stable relation to the physical form taken, be it a figural sculpture or a polished
bit of rock. This is not so with the pair of idols, Isāf and Nā’ilah, which stood near the
confines of the Ka’bah.353 In fact, the historical narrative about these idols, as recounted
by Ibn al-Kalbi, is an attestation to the fluidity of meaning in spite of the stability of
visual form. In other words, these visual forms are seen as free of the limitations imposed
by linguistic signs. The proper name is something fixed to the idol, adheres to it in a way
that is in contradictory relation to the changing perceptions of its meaning among its
beholders.
Before they became idols, Isāf and Nā’ilah were a pair of lovers from Yemen on
pilgrimage in Mecca. While inside the confines of the Ka’ba, which apparently was
empty, Isāf and Nā’ilah performed adulterous acts, at which point they were turned to
stone.354 Their bodies, now in the form of figural sculpture, were placed near the Ka’ba to
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serve as a warning to those who might wish to engage in such behavior.355 Eventually
these stone statues came to be seen as idols after some indeterminate time over which
their original meaning was lost.356 Thus while the linguistic signifiers Isāf and Nā’ilah
remained affiliated with the statues, they shifted from being punished fornicators to being
gods. The statues shift from being a warning for those thinking of engaging in profane
acts within the sacred precinct, to being the facilitators of profane acts. Over time the
meaning of these statues not only shifted, but totally inverted.
Despite the stability of their form and of their attached linguistic signifiers, a kind
of miracle took place: one in which meaning shifted by exclusive virtue of its visual
reception. Like with the divination arrows, the scene can be triangulated, though with a
slightly different topography. There are in this case essentially three variables: the idol
along with its physical and linguistic attributes, the beholder, and what was termed above
‘the gaze,’ the interstitial space between the object and the beholder. The inversion of
meaning occurs within this interstitial space. The beholder and the beheld fill essentially
the same roles; the objects remain semantically identical, while the beholder continues to
carry all of the attributes one could affiliate with a worshipper in a sacred space. It is the
gaze that is conceptually inverted: a gaze meant to warn the beholder of practicing
obscenity became one that facilitated it.
Those familiar with how the origins of polytheism is thought through in the
Qur’ān, will recognize this narrative as structurally similar to those recounting how the
monotheistic practices over time became corrupted due to the fallacies and forgetfulness
355
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of mankind. Here though, this narrative comes with a kind of visual addendum: the act of
forgetfulness is tied specifically to the act of attributing meaning to the idols themselves.
The repeated motif of the precariousness of prophecy in the Qur’ān, presumably relates to
problems of instability within oral traditions. Implicit in the Kitāb al-Aṣnām is an
understanding of the gaze as a distinct interstitial space where the fixity of meaning was
by no means guaranteed.357
Thus, in the early Islamic period, the gaze’s signifying agency did not consist
solely of sustaining linguistic markers and linguistic exchange between the seer and the
seen, but also was capable in and of itself, of radical shifts in meaning. The gaze was not
something that was semantically stable, but rather a dynamic force within the triangular
topographies of visual experience that we see instantiated in the early Islamic period.
Each of these capacities will come into play as certain aspects of the visual programs of
the Dome of the Rock and the Great Mosque of Damascus will be considered.
There is one object within the Dome of the Rock, aside from the eponymous rock,
that would not be out of place within the Book of Idols. It is the black stone disk, set into
a flat mihrab in the cave beneath the rock that was mentioned in the previous chapter (fig.
2.43). The implications of the resemblance observed in the previous chapter between the
stone and the black circles and stars at the apex of the arches of the inner octagonal
arcade, in light of what we have said above regarding the signifying agency of idols, are
multiple and complex. The very fact that a representation of the black stone is repeated
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serially in the mosaic program, as in this view of the interior side of the northeast inner
arcade, invites comparison with the naming practices identified with the idols Manāh,
Allāt, and al-‘Uzza (fig. 2.34). Just as these idols have the capacity to initiate a practice of
naming, the black stone is deemed worthy of repeated visual representation. The repeated
representations of the black stone arrayed along the octagonal inner arcade evoke a
cacophonic echo of repetition. This repetition is reinforced by the circumambulation that
the architectural plan and the epigraphic program encourages the viewer to do.358 Thus
we have here, in visual form, something analogous to the idol initiating a string of
signifiers. The black stone initiates its representations, it effectively leaves its mark upon
the visual space in which it inhabits.
Its function is akin to that of a signified within the semiotic system of Ferdinand
de Saussure.359 The signified as denotative of a concept or idea and is bounded to a
signifier, its representation in written form. Saussure calls this duality, the sign, a “twosided psychological entity.”360 Both terms are resonant with one another by way of
mutual recollection; one term recalls the other and vice-versa. The reverberation between
the signifier and the signified is cast as a psychological experience occurring within the
mind of the reader. It is this quality of the sign that holds particular resonance with the
black stone and its representations. Unlike the written sign, which unfolds in a linear
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fashion along a temporal span, the black stone and its visual signifiers unfold spatially
and rhythmically.361
As one passes along the inner side of the interior arcade and looks up above the
columns and piers to the arches, spandrels, and soffits, the images upon the spandrels
indisputably take the place of prominence within the visual field (fig. 3.5.) These
bejeweled, textually indescribable forms that spring from the bases of the arches, seem to
be merely surfaces upon which their jewels are displayed. The tentacular vegetation, that
also springs from these forms, carries the eye of the viewer upward along the sides of the
arches, which are conveniently framed by bejeweled floral roundels and light colored
lines. The trajectory of the vegetation eventually leads the viewer to the tops of the
arches, and thus to the black circles with the inscribed golden stars.
As the viewer circumambulates the central rock, and views these 24 signifiers of
the black stone along the tops of the arcade’s arches, their mutual affiliation is constantly
reinforced, as one is considered after another. Despite the apparent sequential status of
how these are revealed, they must be considered as part of a collective set that is viewed
in motion. Cognitively this experience differs greatly from viewing a string of words on a
page or even a single visual signifier, if hypothetically the mosaic program contained one
representation of the black stone. Instead, the viewer is treated to a cacophony of
signifiers, that with each viewing only serves to reinforce their collective connection with
the black stone. Through the rhythmic visual repetition of its mosaic representations, the
black stone’s status as a signified form is emphasized. Just as Manāh, Allāt, and al-‘Uzza
361
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have a linguistic resonance in oral and written genealogies, the black stone possesses a
similar agency, however instead of disseminating linguistically through a lineage of
family names as in the case of these idols, it disseminates and multiplies its appearance
visually across the visual program of the inner octagonal arcade.
Each of the sources that make mention of similar stones in the Prophet’s Mosque
in Medina and in the Ka’ba in Mecca, say that they serve as markers for places where the
Prophet Muhammad laid his eyes during prayer.362 Flood speculates that the black stone
in the Dome of the Rock serves a similar function.363 This assertion carries with it several
highly complex implications that resonate with the themes under discussion in this study.
If we are to take the various historians Flood cites at face value, then the black stone does
not serve as a conventional kind of signifier. The stone does not stand in for a concept or
idea, like the many objects discussed in the Kitāb al-Aṣnām. Instead, it is the marker of a
past visual experience of a venerated figure. Thus, the meaning of the black stone lies not
within itself, but is rather at one remove. What is meaningful is not the object but the act
of looking upon the object. In material terms it is the in-between space that exists
between the body of the viewer and the visible object. The black stone marks the outer
bounds of the viewer’s line of sight. In this way it brings a finitude to the visual
experience, enabling a cognitive recognition of the gaze as a bounded space, and one that
carries a sacred meaning at that.364

362

Flood, “Light in Stone,” 316-320. Flood interprets these stones as markers of the
Prophet’s places of prayer. Flood, “Light in Stone,” 357.
363
Flood, “Light in Stone,” 323.
364
It should also be noted that the current position of the stone disk in the cave makes it
also receptive to tactile engagement. Of course this is the primary way in which the black
190

The manner in which meaning is structured relative to the visual object, is almost
diametrically opposite what was observed in the case of the idols affiliated with arrow
divination. The idols Dhu al-Kahlaṣah and Hubal, in their visual presence, legitimate the
prognosticator’s arrow selection, and by transference, legitimate the linguistic signifiers
inscribed upon those arrows. The black stone is de-centered as the attribution of meaning
is shifted to the space between the stone and the viewer. It is this space that adopts a
mantle of sacrality. The stone itself is not looked to in order to legitimate or produce
meaning, but rather enables meaning via its role as an object that is gazed upon.
A close examination of the representations of the black stone in the Dome of the
Rock’s mosaic program give support to this interpretation. The 24 star motifs in the
mosaics are very simply rendered. Each is made up of a circular center and tear-drop
shaped lobes that stand in for the rays of the star. These components were composed
using gold mosaic tesserae, a material much used throughout the mosaic program,
however in some iterations the center of the star appears to be a single circular mother-ofpearl disk. In this setting, the use of the gold tesserae would be evocative of how the star
carved into the black stone would have shimmered in the lamp illumination inside the
cave.365 The highly polished surface of the stone would have presumably reflected the

stone set into the eastern outer corner of the Kaʿba is engaged, the black stone markers
that are discussed in the textual sources cited by Flood are primarily engaged by visual
means. I would tend to argue for this stone to be within the latter camp, however this is
not to say that tactile engagement was not part of the subsequent use-history of the disk,
especially following its insertion into the 9th or 10th century flat mihrab.
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and was placed in another setting, prior to the mihrab’s installation, not necessarily in the
cave. However, assuming that the black stone was situated within the interior of the
Dome of the Rock, similar conditions of lighting would have illuminated its surface.
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flickering yellow light of the lamps that lit the building’s interior.366 The effect would be
even more pronounced considering that these tesserae were installed at an oblique angle
in relation to the surface of the wall.367 Each of these design details speaks to an effort, on
the part of the makers, to depict the appearance of the stone rather than the stone itself. It
is the experiential, or phenomenological, quality of the black stone that is emphasized by
what I argue are its representations. This is a formally subtle but conceptually crucial
distinction: that the 24 renderings of the black stone placed where they are, aloft in the
most experientially dynamic part of the Dome of the Rock's interior, monumentalizes
what is effectively an intimate visual experience in the cave below.368 In this way, these
representations conform to the sacral emphasis placed not on the black stone itself, but
rather upon the act of looking at the stone.
There is one further detail in the design of the star motifs that would support this
claim. It is a small detail, however one that merits scrutiny for reasons that will become
clear.369 If the representations of the black stone are examined closely, only the star on
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the middle arch of the arcade in the cardinal north position conforms to the eight-rayed
profile of the star carved into the black stone. All of the others vary in this respect;
depending on the star, either five, six, or seven rays are depicted (see fig. 2.46).370 These
shifts in form become a kind of animation as viewers circulate the rock. As the spectator
views the stars in motion, they appear to change form in a way that is perceptible, yet
they maintain a constancy for those not looking closely. Close looking is rewarded as the
viewer bears witness to a kind of visual narrative as the eight-sided star unfolds into the
variant forms.
These variations speak to the greater effort to depict the experiential quality of the
black stone in the cave. The shifting forms of the mosaic stars conform to the appearance
of the star in the cave, its image in flux as it flickers in the light from the lamps.
However, the variations also speak to a more profound conceptual concern about the
nature of visual representation. With these small variations, the patrons effectively deem
the form of the star in the cave as something not worthy of visual veneration. The black
stone is denied the ability to initiate a system of signification, to possess a visually stable
referent. After all, as stated above, it is not the form of the object itself that is the
generator of meaning but rather the act of looking at it that fulfills this function. In
representing the black stone, care is taken to do it in this nuanced way that speaks to a
wider concern about the signifying power of sacred objects. In this way, these mosaics fit
into the same discursive space as the Kitāb al-Aṣnām.
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The pattern of variation appears to be arbitrary, with the exception of the fact that the
single instance of an eight-sided star appears at the exact cardinal north point of the
octagonal arcade. There might very well be an arcane numerological symbolic order at
work here, however it would be very hard, if not impossible, to prove definitively.
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The black stone serves the function of a redeemed idol, finding salvation in its
variant mosaic representations. The redemption of the black stone by visual means
mirrors that of another black stone, the ḥajar al-aswad, the black stone of the Ka’ba. In a
hadith attributed to ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, the second of the rightly guided caliphs,
justifies his veneration of the stone in the following way: “he knew it was merely a stone
which could do neither good nor ill and, if it were not that he had seen the Prophet revere
it, he would not have done so himself.”371 ‘Umar denies the stone any metaphysical
agency. It exists in the world as a pure physical object. It is inert save for its visual
presence, and is only redeemed by the actions of reverence taken upon it by the Prophet.
The stone is denied independent expressivity; its only meaning is expressed as an act of
bestowal, a venerative deference granted to it by the Prophet, and in turn by his followers.
It is along similar lines that the black stone in the cave of the Dome of the Rock is
redeemed by its representations in mosaic. The stone itself is not presented as an object to
be venerated for its own sacrality. The mosaic representations emphasize the appearance
of the stone rather than the stone itself. By effectively representing the act of viewing the
stone, and attesting to the sacred importance of such a viewing, the stone is denied the
agency of representation. Just like the hajar al-aswad, it is redeemed by an active recentering of sacrality from the object to a participatory behavior conducted upon it. In
this way we see the visual program of the Umayyad-era Dome of the Rock engaging with
the same discourses recurrent within early hadith traditions as well as such sources as the
Kitāb al-Aṣnām.
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This interpretation raises the complex issue of the intentionality of Umayyadperiod patrons and makers. As discussed in the introduction to this chapter and in the
historiographical survey in the first chapter of this study, this issue has been raised to the
greatest extent with regards to the visual programs of Khirbat al-Mafjar and Qusayr
‘Amra. In those settings close readings of visual motifs have been combined with later
textual records. Here, I ascribe intention to irregularities that appear to have explanations
based on an understanding of visual representation shown to be current within discourses
prevalent in a diverse set of cultural materials; both textual and visual.
Like the Dome of the Rock, the Great Mosque of Damascus, and its mosaics,
have a long history of interpretation (see figs. 2.19-2.21).372 The wide array of meanings
ascribed to the mosaic compositions are not necessarily contradictory, as we see in the
case of the meanings ascribed to the idols Isaf and Na’ilah. However, the understanding
in the Kitāb al-Aṣnām that meanings of visual representations are inherently mutable is
indeed operative within its visual program.
These vivid compositions have drawn the attention of travelers, poets, historians,
and other intelligentsia of the medieval period, as well as that of the modern academic
community. Some see a depiction of Islamic paradise fully surrounding the worshippers
as they took part in Friday prayer at the seat of caliphal authority.373 Others see a
rendering of the verdant and architecturally monumental Umayyad Greater Syria, or the
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known world more generally.374 Others see late antique stylistic and iconographic
prototypes utilized by the mosaicists as an expression of their patron's attempt to form
visual traditions that would be legible both to the conquerors and the conquered, and
competitive with the Christian monuments of the city, as evocatively expressed in
Muqaddasi’s accounts of the building projects of Walid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik .375
Over time, these mosaics have come to mean many things to many different
people, all coming to them with diverse interests, motivations, and intellectual
orientations. The mosaics of the Great Mosque of Damascus have accrued such interest
because they are, in a way, representational, despite the absence of human inhabitants in
the compositions. Even the little of the full program we have access to today displays an
extraordinary amount of variation and detail, as if the images are pointing to specific
works. Given no epigraphic cues or any other means by which to access meaning,
viewers are left reliant upon their own faculties of imagination to construct, work
through, and decipher meanings in the forms. In this process they are aided by a visual
program, that I would argue, was made to be receptive to such interventions.
No portion of the Umayyad-era epigraphic program remains. Historical accounts,
compiled within Ibn ‘Asākir's Ta’rīkh madīnat Dimashq record the presence of several
suras of the Qur’ān that were displayed on plaques affixed to the qibla wall of the prayer
hall.376 These included an excerpt from al-Baqara (2), al-Fatiha (1), al-Nazi'at (79- Those
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who drag forth), 'Abasa (80- He Frowned), and al-Takwir (81- The overthrowing). Those
scholars who see the visual program as a representation of paradise have pointed to the
eschatological nature of the three latter suras in order to justify their interpretations.377
However, none of this extensive body of work addresses some of the basic implications
that underlie the content of these suras and their relationship to the representations within
the mosaics.
When we examine the suras ‘Abasa and Nazi’at, we find several excerpts that
evoke specific motifs in the mosaic program:

“Let man consider the food he eats! We pour down abundant water, and
cause the soil to split open. We make grain grow, and vines, fresh
vegetation, olive trees, date palms, luscious gardens, fruits, and fodder: all
for you and your livestock to enjoy."378

“and the earth, too, he spread out, bringing waters and pastures out of it,
and setting firm mountains [in it] for you and your animals to enjoy”379

These suras offer a call for mankind to look upon the signs within the perceivable
world and discern the generosity of God and the perfection of his works. ‘Abasa begins,
377
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interestingly enough, with the admonishment of the Prophet for turning a blind Muslim
man away from his teachings whilst attempting to sway a group of disbelievers.380 A
dichotomy is set up between the physiologically blind believer and the spiritually blind
disbelievers. Visual perception is used as a framing device by which to discuss religious
devotion. Thus, this prelude cues the viewer to think about visual perception in the
context of accepting the tenets of faith articulated further in the sura. As the various signs
of God’s generosity are listed, the viewer is effectively asked to consider these signs in
their visual form. Sight becomes the means by which to perceive the magnificence and
generosity of God.381
The textual extolments of God's works find a ready counterpart in the mosaic
images, which become receptive to a mindful sacred gaze. These mosaics, in their
variation and specificity of forms, especially the architectural representations, encourage
the viewer to develop their own ideas of what they mean. The viewer is made consciously
aware of the sense of sight, of the sacred gaze, as a gaze that is inextricably linked to the
process of signification. The mosaic compositions are receptive to this as they are free of
inscriptions marking them one way or another. Furthermore, they produce a sense of
wonderment in their detail and virtuosic execution.
The two main representational motifs in the mosaics of the Great Mosque of
Damascus; the architectural forms of varying monumentality and the large-scale trees and
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the river, convey their respective meanings in different ways relative to these suras. The
trees, the other verdant vegetation, and the river, can be directly linked to the “fresh
vegetation,” “abundant water,” and “luscious gardens,” mentioned.382 Thus, meaning is
generated in a direct confluence of text and image. In the main prayer hall, these Qur’ānic
inscriptions were located alongside mosaic representations of trees and vegetation.383
Thus the texts and the images served to mutually re-enforce the meaning of the other
within the same visual space.
The confluence of text and image here can be productively compared to the idols
dhu al-Kahlaṣah, Hubal and their accompanying epigraphic divination arrows, as
discussed earlier. These idols drew their agency and efficacy from their place within the
triangular topography outlined above. Like the idols, these trees and vegetal forms draw
their communicative agency from their placement in relation to both the viewer and to the
epigraphic program. The divination arrows legitimate the idol by providing it a means of
communication. In turn, the idol legitimates the divination arrows by making recourse to
them as a means of expression. In a similar way, the confluence of text and image in the
mosaics legitimate each other by virtue of them sharing similar manifest content. That is,
the literal meaning of the words making up the epigraphic program and the visual forms
in the mosaics directly match one another without any further layer of interpretation
382
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needed (i.e. luscious gardens and trees in the text directly match depictions of these in the
mosaics). Yet at the same time, the images play with their referential relationship with the
real world. The large trees, which dwarf the palaces and buildings that they frame, adds a
sense of irony and wit to the visual experience of the viewer, one that causes them to
question the very nature of relationality itself.
These two visual systems mutually legitimate one-another as bearers of meanings
to be apprehended; both reverberating across the same space as their beholders, just as at
the Dome of the Rock.384 Through the creation of a certain semiotic density in both text
and image, the beholder is made abundantly aware of the complicity between meaning
and visual perception. These two signifying systems denote common mental images and
cue the beholder to posit an equivalency between them.385 The visible text and the
pictorial representations forefront the sense of sight as a critical faculty for the production
of meaning.
The architectural forms lack such a clear referent in relation to the Qur’ānic
epigraphic program.386 Nasser Rabbat surveyed the various attributions of meaning,
encompassing material ranging from poetry composed soon after the building’s
construction, to local histories, geographical texts, and others produced substantially later
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than the Umayyad moment.387 While some textual sources speak about the meaning of
the architectural motifs, as either representations of paradise, the city of Damascus,
Greater Syria, or the entire world, there seems to be no ur-source for these
understandings. What this body of evidence tells us, however, is that these images were
receptive to interpretation. Their seeming specificity, facilitated by their detailed and
complex nature, encouraged viewers to speculate upon their meaning and produce their
own conclusions.388 At the same time, the overwhelming profusion and excess of the
courtyard mosaic program overwhelms the viewer with images in a way that is analogous
to the profusion of possible meanings and interpretations that could be attributed to them.
In such a space, the process of signification, of affiliating meaning with visual
forms, becomes for the beholder their defining experience. The Qur’ānic texts present in
the prayer hall only served to reinforce this experience, extolling the beholder to be
visually vigilant, to spot the signs of God’s graces and the end of days, to use their
faculties of sight as a means of enacting their devotion to the one God. Sura 79, Nāzi’āt,
speaks of the Pharaoh rejecting the authority of God, after being shown the “Great sign”
by Moses. 389 Thus the interpretation of visual signs becomes paramount for the beholder
if he or she is to be redeemed on the Day of Judgment. The corruptible nature of visual
interpretation, as seen in the story of Isaf and Na’ilah in the Kitāb al-Aṣnām, is here re-
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deployed, reconfigured, and redeemed as the souls of the faithful will be on the Day of
Judgement.
The attention paid to the gaze of the viewer is one that is shared between the
makers of the Great Mosque of Damascus and the Dome of the Rock. It is not the images
within their visual programs—the stars or the magnificent trees and architectural
monuments that serve as signifiers within the systems of meaning constructed by the
makers.390 It is rather the sense of sight of the viewer, the gaze, which is emphasized as
being profoundly meaningful. In the Kitāb al-Aṣnām we saw how idols were able, by
virtue of their perceivable presence before their worshippers, to initiate systems of
signification. Here, the power of signification is directed away from the images that make
up the visual programs of these monumental complexes and transferred to the faculties of
vision that stand between them and their viewers. In the next section we will shift the
focus of our investigation by examining a particular class of images, those that appear on
Umayyad numismatic issues.

Experimental Signs: Meaning and Form in Umayyad Numismatics

The authors of the Sylloge of Islamic Coins in the Ashmolean: Volume 1 The PreReform Coinage of the Early Islamic Period endow their material corpus with an
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The system of visual meaning here is fundamentally different from how it is
conventionally understood by art historians working out of the methodologies defined
and framed by those like Erwin Panofsky. See Panofsky Meaning and the Visual Arts
1955, 26-54.
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extraordinary infrastructure of meaning.391 By way of example; the fifth catalog entry is a
silver coin weighed to be 4.13 grams (fig. 3.6).392 It is of a type classified by the
sylloge’s authors as “experimental type 3” as part of the third sub-phase of the third
phase of the development of the Arab-Sasanian drachm, it is more commonly known as
the ‘Orans’ drachm.393 The authors describe the visual composition of this coin type’s
obverse and reverse sides using some 22 and ten discrete visual attributes respectively.394
This particular drachm contains text in both Arabic and Pahlavi script. The date is given
in Pahlavi numerals as Y.E.. 63 or A.H. 75, and the name of the governor of Baṣra, Bishr
b. Marwān, is written in Pahlavi script.395 The location of minting is given as “AKWLA”
or al-Kūfa.396 Along the margin of the obverse side a religious phrase is written in Arabic
language and script; “bism allāh muḥammad rasūl allāh”, (in the name of God
Muhammad is the messenger of God).”397
The amount of measurable and assessable data on this given coin, and the many
others of the early Islamic period, attests to the great potential of these objects to serve as
signifying agents. Despite the rarity of some issues, coinage was by far the most
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widespread and widely used of any visual medium of communication across the early
Islamic empire. According to the economic historian Jairus Banaji, the monetary
economy was “by far the strongest element of continuity between late antiquity and early
Islam or between late Roman/Sasanian late antiquity and the late antiquity of Islam and
the key factor that allowed for the ‘prodigious urban expansion’ of the eighth to eleventh
centuries.”398 Using textual sources, the historian Hugh Kennedy has highlighted the
Umayyad-era systems of taxation and payment to military forces, as being constitutive of
caliphal rule.399 According to his calculations, the payroll for the early Umayyad military
amounted to 60 million dirhams per year.400 As for the system of taxation imposed by
Umayyad rulers, Banaji states that it “allowed for economic integration at an empirewide level.”401
Underlying the basic building blocks of the Umayyad dynasty was a robust
monetary economy that functioned due to the minting and importation of hard currency
in the form of millions of coins made of gold, silver, and copper, that each carried visual
and/or textual signifiers. The vast scholarly literature that has examined this phenomenon
has done so from the macro level—examining the economic systems of vast regions, and
at the micro level—examining the minute changes and design developments of individual
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issuing mints.402 Among numismatic specialists, the coinage of the Umayyad period, for
a number of reasons, has become one of the most well-studied areas of Islamic
numismatics. These studies take the form of regionally and temporally broad surveys, and
minute studies of individual issues that explore questions of meaning and form.403
Coinage has also been considered in relation to the greater visual tradition of the
early Islamic period. Oleg Grabar considered it to be, “a highly conscious and official use
of visual forms and symbols.”404 Relatively little space in the Formation of Islamic Art is
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devoted to early Islamic numismatic developments.405 Grabar contends that while the
numismatic record is reflective of “the preoccupations of the center of a culture,” it is
thus not an adequate diagnostic of larger cultural values.406 Certainly at the time of
publication of Grabar’s study, the scholarship was not nearly as vast as it is today, both at
the level of minute analysis as well as the aforementioned macroeconomic studies of the
period. Despite this, any visual medium which has as much reach across the expanse of
the empire is due close consideration. That said, the abundance both of types of coin
issues and the extensive scholarship engaged in the study of this corpus, makes it
exceedingly difficult to proffer broad arguments or articulate the reasons behind a given
design modification or new visual creation.
What I aim to do, rather than recount a standard numismatic (art) history of the
period or focus on particular motifs, is to develop a conceptual understanding of the early
Islamic numismatic record. This conceptual analysis will focus on the various ways in
which the numismatic record speaks to issues of visual semiotics that ordinarily are only
examined in relation to art and architectural traditions. The remarkable level of
experimentation in numismatic design, that has to a large extent fueled the high level of
scholarly interest in the period, speaks to the central role coinage played within early
Islamic discourses on visual semiotics. Structuring and defining the grounds for such a
conceptual survey is made challenging due to the complexities of the data set and a whole
of Art as discussed in Chapter One. Evans, Byzantium and Islam, 138-143. Also see an
article in the same volume by Clive Foss, “Arab-Byzantine Coins: Money as Cultural
Continuity,” in Byzantium and Islam, ed. Helen Evans (New York: Metropolitan Museum
of Art, 2012) 136-137.
405
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host of other factors that come to bear when interpreting this ontologically unique
medium of visual communication. In order to contend with these complexities and to
articulate the place of numismatics within the greater Umayyad visual tradition, I will
advocate for the coinage of this time to be considered akin to a conceptual art.
The interpretation of signifying content on the faces of coins is heavily medium
determinant. Any interpretive practice must take into account the type of metal (gold,
silver, or copper) in considering the meaning of any given form. For instance, an image
or text on copper will hold significations fundamentally different than an identical form
pressed upon gold or silver, due to its being issued from a municipal rather than caliphal
or gubernatorial authority. This premise makes clear that coinage, collectively, is a visual
form which derives its meaning, it a certain extent, from the conditions of its production.
It is also a visual form which derives its meaning from the conditions of its use. Coinage
has a unique ontological status in that it is simultaneously an object with exchange value
that operates within an economic system and one that is beheld as an art object with
linkages to the traditions of its wider visual world. Thus, numismatic images and texts
serve as signifiers of economic value, but are also signifiers of higher-order concepts and
ideologies.
While there is certainly a level of ambiguity in the relations between these visual
forms and higher-order concepts and ideologies, it is clear that numismatic texts and
images participate within dialogues of ideological critique. These critiques span the
political and the religious spheres within the cultural space of the Umayyad period.
However, the relations between numismatic text and image remain ambiguous. This
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holds true both synchronically and diachronically. Synchronically, if we consider a single
coin issue, the relations between text and image cannot be assumed to be between a
signifier and a signified. The reality is much more complex. Likewise, if we consider the
numismatic tradition diachronically; as we see text in later issues occupying the previous
spatial allotment given to images, we cannot necessarily assume that the content of said
texts is in analogous relation to these images.
This section will address each of these conceptual concerns in an expanded way,
soliciting evidence from a wide variety of numismatic issues and metals. The very fact
that the Umayyad numismatic record can enable such an analysis speaks to my
contention that these objects, as a collective body, constitute a conceptual art. These coins
were made with the intention of soliciting visual interpretation on the part of their users
and viewers. However, it is essential to note that they carry certain epistemological limits.
Not only do many of these coins carry images with impossible-to-determine meanings,
but also an indeterminate viewership. While this certainly holds true for scholars working
to decipher these forms today, but it also held true at the time of their making. It must
always be kept in mind that the designers and composers of numismatic signifiers could
not necessarily assume an audience literate to their signs. A consciousness of the
indeterminacy of signifiers constituted the very foundation of their production.
In an investigation of theoretical numismatics, Jean-Joseph Goux examines
currency as a place by which to “trace the homologous articulations of all symbolic
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organizations in a society.”407 Goux contends that the development of currency as an
ideological means by which to articulate difference in commodities as traced by Marx
parallels the development of sexual desire by Freud, and the idea of the subject by
Descartes, and the development of written language as articulated by, among others,
Ferdinand Saussure and Jacques Derrida.408 What is of note here is a conceptual
understanding of currency as something of a cultural nexus where the basic ideological
building blocks of a given society can be diagnosed. The corpus of material from the
early Islamic period is such that it allows for such diagnoses in a variety of areas of
inquiry. Indeed, the central motivation of this section is to pull out early Islamic
numismatics from the dense and inter-citational scholarly network in which it has been
embedded.
My interest in the numismatics of this era stem from a metaphoric and literal blind
spot observed in a survey history of early Islamic coinage by Stefan Heidemann, one of
the handful of tightly linked figures operating within the subfield.409 Heidemann was
analyzing a coin not too unlike that which was discussed in the first paragraph of this
section, a silver drahm minted in Sijistan between ca. 651-661 (fig. 3.7).410 Along the
outer rim of its obverse side in the three to six o’clock position there is an inscription
written in Arabic, bi-smi llāh [in the name of God]. Heidemann terms this an, “additional
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Arabic validating expression.”411 A later issue of a similar drahm minted most likely in
Dārābjird dated between 663-668, contains on the obverse side, just to the right of a side
profile view of a bearded figure adorned with a crown, the name ʿAbdallāh b. ʿāmir b.
Kurayz in Pahlawī script (fig. 3.8). These names replaced those of Khusrū and Yazdgard
in previous issues of similar coins.412 Despite this act of re-labeling, Heidemann
continued to refer to these as “portrait[s] of the shāhānshāh.”413 Are they though?
Heidemann argues for a constancy in the meaning of an image over time despite a
subsequent re-labeling of said image. I found this to be fascinating in several respects. At
an intuitive level it would make sense that following a caption change, the meaning of an
image would in turn also change, especially given that the replaced text served a labeling
function. Heidemann is clearly skeptical of this reading, understanding the meaning of
the image is retained despite the change of the text. It is consistently remarked by
virtually all of those specializing in numismatics of the early Islamic period that coinage
is a conservative medium in which change come reluctantly due to the simple fact that
those issuing it desire for it to be used and treated as authentic by a wide consumer base.
Therefore, in a certain way, for the consumer the meaning of the given image would be of
less import than its appearance. Whether the ruler portrait on the obverse side represented
the shāhānshāh Yazdgard III, a regional governor, or the Umayyad caliph is largely
irrelevant. What becomes clear is that when speaking of the question of meaning with
regard to numismatic images, we are in a conceptually fluid territory, where the image
411
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perhaps signifies the value of the coin, one dirham in this case, rather than the given
ruler.
A quick glance at the variety of numismatic images offered by the central mints of
the Umayyads might add doubt to this contention that numismatic images are inherently
conservative. The variety of experimental images that have appeared on the gold dinar
and silver dirham is remarkable. Many of these have spurred extensive debate regarding
their respective meanings. These images have such labels as ‘standing caliph’, ‘mihrab
and ʿanazah,’ ‘pole on steps,’ and ‘praying khaṭīb ’ (see fig. 2.13 and fig. 3.9). The
ambiguity of meaning within each of these images has sustained a large body of
scholarship over the years.414 These various discussions of whether for instance the pole
on steps is a representation of the omphalos (the center of the universe), the unity of the
one God, or something else don’t necessarily pique my interest and would be tedious to
recount, not to mention virtually impossible to resolve absent the discovery of documents
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that give us specific insight into the intention of the makers or the reception history of
these issues.415
The turn to a purely epigraphic coinage, I find to be the most compelling of the
numerous design shifts seen in the Umayyad period, for a variety of reasons that will be
subsequently discussed (fig. 3.10). While there are small variations in the textual content
of these early epigraphic coins, the version pictured here from the University of
Pennsylvania Museum contains on its obverse side the phrase “there is no god but God
alone he has no associate” in the center, encircled by an adaptation of Sura 9 at-Tawbah
[The Repentance]: Muhammad is the messenger of God who sent with guidance and the
religion of truth so that he may proclaim it above all religions. On the reverse side, the
center contains an excerpt from sura 112 Ihlas [The Fidelity]: “God one the eternal who
does not beget nor is begotten.” with the surrounding text giving the date in which it was
minted, in the case of this coin the year 113 A.H. Sometimes the city in which it was
minted is named, but not in this case.
It would be easy to consider this unprecedented variety seen in the Umayyad gold
and silver issues between ca. 660 C.E. until this so called “epigraphic reform” of Abd alMalik in 696 C.E. when gold and silver issues began to be minted with exclusively
epigraphic content, through the lens of a conventional art history. Unlike the many other
forms of artistic production we have seen, coinage is an art form that conforms to a
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normative understanding of authorship, in that it is centrally produced with a given
intention. Thus the images seen within this corpus are produced by a definitive and
central authority that can be traced to the caliph and those in his circle. This is
emphatically unlike the conception of ‘the craftsman,’ an anonymous figure whose range
of possible output is dictated by the visual tradition in which he is reared. The images on
coins are willfully produced by, or on behalf of, a complete and autonomous subject.
Along with conforming to a modern understanding of an authored image, the
development of Umayyad coin design also follows a kind of Hegelian teleology so
familiar to art historians. The shift from image to text in 696 C.E. can easily fit into
paradigms of artistic development not too dissimilar from Greenbergian modernism, ‘a
will to flatness,’ or from the Panofskyian categories of the classical, the medieval, and the
Renaissance.
At the same time, the variety of visual symbols speaks to a cultural moment when
the very category of ‘symbolic image’ implies something experimental, always
provisional and liable to change relatively quickly. This is why for me, the shift from the
use of visual symbols to epigraphy is interesting in that it implies a disavowal of the
utility of visual signs. It is interesting to note that this shift is first picked up on as being
something significant by art historians rather than by numismatists. In a lengthy article of
1986 the numismatist Michael Bates simply states that “the image [the standing caliph]
became unacceptable on gold,” with no further explanation given, other than the
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subsequent cataloging of various script types on the subsequent all-epigraphic issues.416
Similarly Stephan Heidemann accounts for this shift as merely a statement of fact simply
stating that “the now meaningless iconographic designs were abandoned,” and that the
“Islamic empire had finally found its distinctive symbolic form of representation.”417 It is
almost as if the epigraphic turn was something predetermined.
Already in 1964, Grabar incorporates a discussion of this shift from visual symbol
to epigraphy in a wider discussion of the artistic relationship between the Umayyads and
the Byzantines.418 He states that “the Muslims changed the rule of the game” by electing
to discard the use of images on coins that was so highly developed by the Byzantines.419
With the inclusion of the fate of Umayyad numismatics within a study concerned with the
relationship between the artistic and architectural traditions of the Umayyad Dynasty and
Byzantium at large, Grabar is effectively stating that numismatic history is effectively an
art history, and that its development fits into the wider narrative of the formation of
Islamic art. In addition to this, he presents the decision to make the epigraphic turn in art
historical terms, that it was an artistic decision to willfully develop a new means by
which to disseminate its ideologies. Grabar was, however, ambivalent about attributing
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any motivation for the shift to “Muslim theoretical iconoclasm,” something that other art
historians would cite as an explanation.420
This idea has never gained full traction for several reasons. First, it would seem
that especially when looking to the image-rich corpus of Umayyad copper coins in
circulation at this time, that there was no apparent problem amongst the consumer base of
handling coinage with images. 421 Of course, it is also important to note that copper issues
were produced at the municipal level and thus did not come with the connotations of
caliphal authority.422 Jere Bacharach has also discussed several sources that appear to
undermine the idea of numismatic image phobia from an entirely different perspective.
He cites several examples of recorded backlash against the idea of inscribing Qur’anic
verses on coinage.423 One particular source quoted in al-Maqrizi’s al-Ighathat remarks
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that “some of the Qur’an readers abhorred touching the [new] dirhams whenever they
were in a state of impurity.”424
Instead Bacharach offers a different explanation for the success of epigraphic
coinage, one that is rooted both in an understanding of the political circumstances of the
Umayyad Caliphate at 696 C.E., and also an understanding of numismatic market forces.
He sees the epigraphic coinage to be a direct political and theological confrontation with
the Byzantine state, it its explicitly anti-Trinitarian message.425 He thus comes to see the
numismatic record, at least that of the gold and silver issues to be primarily political
documents, which undoubtedly they are. He accounts for their success with a much more
mundane argument, that because the metallurgical weight of the gold of these new dinars
was less than in previous issues, and would thus flood the market due to their equal
monetary value.426
One scholar who has synthesized many of these approaches is Luke Treadwell,
who has observed that they all share one common assumption that, “the introduction of
imageless coinage is seen as a sign that ‘Abd al-Malik’s administrators were unable to
devise a numismatic iconography which was appropriate to the needs of the Marwanid
state.”427 He goes on to note the advantages of pure epigraphic coinage which include:
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the avoidance of ambiguous messaging, a visible expression of Arabic as the language of
the administration, and its aptness for a ruler who was fashioned as God’s deputy.428
What these interpretations fail to observe, fruitful though they are, are exactly
what the implications of this shift are for how visual meaning itself is construed. If we
recall the phrases in the center of the obverse of the epigraphic issue described above,
“there is no god but God alone, he has no associate,” and likewise on the reverse: ““God,
one, the eternal, who does not beget nor is begotten,” without a doubt, these explicitly
anti-Trinitarian proclamations carry a religio-political weight that directly challenges the
central tenants of Christendom, per Bacharach. Moreover, by expressing these tenets in
the form of the visible word rather than through the use of symbols or likenesses, these
coins assimilate the viewer’s gaze to a new kind of looking, one that draws the eye forth,
and holds it upon the image of the text and the concept that it represents. By inserting
these coins into the sphere of public visual culture, the Umayyad authorities effectively
proclaimed that the power of signification no longer solely rested with visual symbols but
with visible written language itself, whether or not it was legible to the public.
This chapter began with a discussion of the semiotic agency of images, an account
of how in various media the question of how visual objects express themselves and
disseminate meaning to an audience are addressed, and what the role of the gaze of the
viewer is in this set of processes. In the case of the numismatic record, we have a visual
archive of sorts that appears to be working through these issues in a medium that was
widely dispersed and marked with an authorship, the ruling Umayyad caliphate. This
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willful experimentation very much fits with the visual tradition that produced the mosaics
of the Great Mosque of Damascus, the Dome of the Rock, and this discourse on preIslamic idolatry that while compiled at a later time, plausibly expresses concepts and
understandings that were very much part of the Umayyad cultural milieu.
The development of a new visual system in the epigraphic issues that Grabar and
others have identified, that disavow the utility of pictorial symbols to disseminate
meaning, appears to deny these pictorial symbols the kinds of agencies ascribed to idols.
If we recall the fickleness of visual meaning with regard to the statues of Isāf and
Nā’ilah, it would appear that the ambiguity seen in the various pictorial issues would be
liable to the same critique. The written word offers us a stability of meaning that the
visual symbol cannot, as Treadwell observed. However, as has been shown by Bates and
others, these epigraphic issues by no means offer a standardized constancy of content.
The numerous variations in the Qura’nic and other credos used in these early issues was
in fact in flux as well. So while at the level of the individual issue, the written word offers
a certain promise of stability, to the contemporary viewer who has been exposed to these
multiple variations, the written word offers no such promise of constancy. The visible
word in its form here is one that does not point back to an ‘ur-signfied,’ a stable text.
Thus it functions somewhere between our contemporary notion of an inconclusive image
and a stable written word. What we see in these epigraphic coins, and for that matter in
the epigraphic program of the Dome of the Rock, is the word in its material and visible
form, not as a conventional signifier as we understand it today. The next section of this
chapter takes on the issue of materiality within the triad of the viewer, the viewed, and
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the gaze, through an examination of certain aspects of the visual programs of Khirbat alMafjar and the Mshatta palace.

Materiality and Meaning: The Case of the Textile-Image at Qusayr ‘Amra, Khirbat alMafjar, and Mshatta

Richard Ettinghausen concludes the first chapter of his landmark study, Arab
Painting, entitled “The Proclamation of Universal Power The Umayyad Monuments
(691-750 A.D.),” with a short discussion regarding a well-known mosaic composition of
a lion hunting grazing gazelle beneath a large tree from Khirbat al-Mafjar (see fig.
2.65).429 He surmises that the scene displayed here has “the special function of
symbolically demonstrating the irresistible power of the caliphate.”430 He argues that this
interpretation is consistent with an imperial iconography dating back to the ancient Near
East, and is consistent with another display of power within the same site, the sculptural
relief a standing caliph figure atop a pair of lions that was thought to hold central billing
in the entrance façade to the very same reception hall in which the lion and gazelle
mosaic is located (fig. 3.11).431 About a page or so prior to this interpretation is another
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observation, made in an almost offhanded manner: “the whole might nevertheless
represent a mosaic imitation of a textile, in this case probably a tapestry.”432
In this section I will examine the conceptual implications for linking these two
kinds of meaning, one iconographic and the other materialist. It seems that with images
like the lion and gazelles, there was an effort to play with notions of materiality and
meaning. Beyond this initial example, we can also see renderings of textiles in this
image from the bathhouse of Qusayr ‘Amra, and also, as some argue, on the southern
façade of the Mshatta palace. These examples make clear that the textile image was
something common and prevalent within the Umayyad artistic tradition. Moreover, these
images transcended multiple mediums, including mosaic, fresco, and sculpture. It is this
fluid aspect of the textile image that prompts the following conceptual question: what
happens to the relationship between meaning and form when the given visual form, in
this case the textile image, has been emancipated from medium?
The answer to this question varies as we see the relationship between meaning
and form shift between different textile images. We will consider four cases which each
show distinct configurations of meaning and form, and, by parsing out these
configurations, we can draw closer to answering this question. In so doing, we will
consider the operational parameters of “medium transfer,” the semiotics of ornament, and
the ways in which these relationships between meaning and form were developed,
negotiated, and challenged by the makers of these frescos, sculptures, and mosaics.
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The first example is the central image on the wall at the southern end of the west
aisle of Qusayr ‘Amra (fig. 3.12) . It is clear that the textiles are as much a central
concern for the fresco painters as their wearers and users. The central figure sits in repose
upon a couch with an inlaid table or footstool in front of him. In his open right hand he is
holding what appears to be a stick. His attendants and/or courtiers are adorned with
various robes and patterned fabrics colored various shades of blue and red. Two sit crosslegged to his left and one stands just behind and to the left of them. An attendant,
holding a red fan-like object studded with what look to be blue-colored jewels, stands to
his right. He stands, shirtless, with his torso leaning inwards towards the seated figure.
The cushion-mattress, atop which the main figure is sitting, has a yellow cover
that contains a pattern of regularly spaced flower petal motifs that alternate with a light
blue cross-hatching (fig. 3.13). Another yellow cover is laid across the top of the mattress
that contains a pattern of regularly spaced light yellow-blue crests. His left arm rests on
yet another light yellow pillow of indeterminant form that also frames the background of
the upper sitting figure. He is wrapped by another red gridded textile with squares that
each contain a kind of upside-down fleur de lys. Although the folds and contours of the
reclined figure’s light blue robe are well indicated, especially over his legs, this red
mantle does not seem to respond to the plastic pressures of his body, but simply confronts
the viewer head-on.
This whole scene is framed by a large gridded red textile, that forms a canopy of
sorts above the figures, with its grid pattern aligned horizontally in contrast to that on the
reclining figure’s wrap. This has been identified as a qubba, or ceremonial tent of the
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kind Umayyad princes were said to have employed in court ceremonies.433 The play of
patterns and emphasis on the regularity of form within the textiles is contrasted by the red
fan held by the attendant and by the plumes of the heraldic peacocks that frame the top
portion of the composition.434
The painters of this fresco have clearly demonstrated their mastery of textile
rendering, in particular, they show textiles draped upon the bodies of their wearers with
consummate skill. These are situated in such a way that they come to constitute the entire
scene, it is as if the bodies of the various figures are secondary to the visual spectacle of
their clothing and furniture. In this way, the Umayyad elite came to see their visual
presence through the spectacle offered by textiles. One can hypothesize that within such a
space as this vaulted reception area, the patron of this bath, the crown prince Walid ibn
al-Yazid would have presented himself to his audience in such a way. In turn, his
audience would have been adorned in such a fashion regardless of his presence or
absence within the space. Thus, this fresco image is one that would have mirrored a reallife visual scene that would have taken place within the same space. This doubling of
textiles and their renderings in fresco, cements their place within the courtly arts and
attests to their importance within the visual fashioning of the elite. Moreover, the open
tent that frames the fresco image draws in its reception hall audience as they are visually
prompted to connect the space of their repose with that in the picture. A similar
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interpretation of the relationship between the audience in the hall and the frescos was
given in the last chapter. However here, its implications for the meaning of the image are
of focus. The textile image opens up a culturally charged visual analog to the real world,
and its role in this visual space was to facilitate an experiential reverberation with those
visual spectacles inhabiting that real world. Thus this image and its counterpart in the real
world enact a fairly straightforward signifier/signified relationship. Textiles and images
of textiles enable the enactment of similitude between them.
Of course, it must be said that our knowledge of textiles at this time is limited to
the relatively few examples of Umayyad-era textiles that remain. Probably the most wellknown is the so-called Marwan tiraz, named as such from the inscription band that
appears on one section of the textile naming Marwan amir al-mu’minin (commander of
the faithful), most likely dating to the reign of Caliph Marwan ibn Muhammad between
744-50 (fig. 3.14).435 While not containing an exuberant display of flora and fauna, this
textile’s geometric configurations are framed by repeating roundels, that contain vine
scrolls within their circular frames. Some of the medallions and polylobed motifs do have
some analogs in the Qusayr ‘Amra frescos, but it is clear that there is a significant
disparity between the representations of textiles on display in this bath house and in other
locations and actual examples of real textiles. Due to the fragility of the medium, the
body of evidence simply does not have an archive sufficient to make comparisons to
these representations. In a way then, much of our understanding of early Islamic textile
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culture comes from these kinds of representations, rather than from the extant material
record of them.
The next case are the various mosaic compositions seen in the reception hall of
the Khirbat al-Mafjar bath complex (see fig. 2.64). This diverse array of geometricized
designs appears in rectangular and circular form in the main space of the room, and in the
half circles in the eight exedras that line three of its walls. These compositions constitute
a showcase of geometric designs of many varieties.436 They present themselves to the
viewer collectively as a variegated grid that frames differentiated sets of motifs in
repetition with elements that visually punctuate these repetitions and symmetries. This is
evident when viewing the floor from a vantage point in the aforementioned Apse V,
looking out towards the main entrance of the hall (fig. 3.15). Just beyond the band
containing the fruit and knife image are a series of rectangular arrays of patterns that each
contain some fashion of regularized geometric interlacing. These are broken up by a
central roundel that visually corresponds to the half-circle apse in the immediate
foreground. Its pattern, viewed from above, is similarly dizzying and engages the same
geometric design practices (fig. 3.16). Overall, these floors give the impression of
repetition with variation, in that each of these rectangles look to be roughly the same and
they are never too dissimilar from one another to elicit individual viewing. They are
made to be affiliated and considered as a group; very different viewing conditions than
that elicited by the knife and fruit image, and as we will see in the case of the lion and
gazelle composition.
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Oleg Grabar in The Mediation of Ornament contended that the repetitive quality
present in these compositions was meant to evoke textiles, arguing that; “the new
Umayyad patrons wanted to create the effect of textile covering, whether with rugs or
silks.”437 If this is so, these textile images at Khirbat al-Mafjar exhibit a slightly different
mode of presence than what we saw in the frescos of Qusayr ‘Amra, where the textile
images were not meant to substitute for the actual material, but rather served to
reverberate in a sensorial way the what would have most likely been textile-rich courtly
gatherings happening at the bath house.438 Here, their visual presence is of a
supplemental nature; they exist within the same visual space literally in the place of
textiles, and supply to their viewership a visual experience akin to one they would have
felt if the floor of this hall had been populated by actual textiles of that scale. Of course, it
is very likely that this space would have, when in use, also been host to extensive textiles.
There is no means by which to know their actual appearance due to the issues of
preservation noted above, but it is certainly likely that the visual interaction between
these mosaics and whatever textiles were also in the space was supplemental in nature, in
that the mosaics had the ability to amplify the visual effect of whatever textiles were
employed in the space. It is on these lines that this case is distinctive from what was seen
at Qusayr ‘Amra. There, the visual world of the textiles represented in fresco was always
a visual world separated from the populated world of the reception hall. Here those two
worlds meet within the same visual reality. In a certain respect also, these mosaics share
something in common with the jeweled motifs on the spandrels of the inner face of the
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Dome of the Rock’s inner arcade. Those motifs, in echoing the appearance of the crowns
and jewels supposedly suspended by chains under the dome, amplify their appearance in
the same way that these mosaics amplify whatever real textiles that existed within the
reception hall.
The only figural representation in Khirbat al-Mafjar’s mosaic program, apart from
the fruit and knife discussed above, is located in a relatively small room marked “diwan”
in the upper right corner of Hamilton’s diagram, the mosaic of the lion hunting the
gazelle discussed in my opening remarks (see figs. 2.65 and 3.2). The space in which it is
housed is an intimate and restrictive one, only able to hold a handful of occupants, and
carries an extraordinary visual richness that is achieved by the ornate stucco revetment
and the presence of figural sculpture in the form of birds that line the inner drum of the
dome, and the round sculptural reliefs of senmervs found in the squinches of the vaulting
(figs. 3.17-3.18). It also has a quality similar to what we saw with the cave beneath the
Dome of the Rock, in that it is a kind of inner sanctum, an exclusive and intimate space.
The reconstruction of the space by Hamilton, using fragments of various pieces of
sculptural revetment found on site to adorn it, gives the impression of visual intensity,
that brings us back to my description of this artistic program from Chapter 2 as one with
“no conceits” and “without restraint”.439 Represented in an almost Seurat-esque pointillist
manner is the lion and gazelle mosaic situated at the rear of the space upon a raised dais.
In my opening remarks for this section, I made note of the almost off-handed
remark by Ettinghausen that this was a depiction of a tapestry. The tasseled border of red
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tufts emerging from black stems that outlines the composition indeed defines the image
field inside as a textile. This border is visible to anyone sitting within the chamber, whose
occupants would most likely have been seated on the raised side of the floor between the
apse and the entrance, pictured in the upper right of this image (fig. 3.19).
What impact does this frame, which connotes the tassels of a curtain or drapery,
have on the meaning of this image? Doris Behrens-Abouseif has suggested that the textile
association gives the image a “sense of intimacy.”440 If we are to break down this
hypothetical chain of visual associations it would go as follows: the border around the
image signifies to the viewer that said image is to be read as a representation of a textile.
In turn, this supplemental representational materiality further signifies an association with
a specific kind of courtly intimacy. The complexity of this chain of signifiers run through
by the viewer results in a viewing experience filled with ‘meaning-play,’ where the image
is able to accrete additional signification by transcending a fixed materiality.
This same phenomenon can be traced, in a slightly less ambiguous way, across
the southern entrance façade of the Mshatta palace, approximately 50 meters long, before
its removal from Jordan (see fig. 1.17 among others).441 Upon close examination of the
way in which the figural elements of its visual program are rendered and framed, one can
observe how the designers and makers of the façade invited comparison to textiles, or
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perhaps carpets.442 A detail taken from the lower section of the first triangle on the left
side of the façade shows two roundels, the frames of which are rendered with pearl
borders, and are inhabited by birds consuming fruit off of naturalistically depicted
branches (fig. 3.20). This type of pearl border around the figures is reminiscent of design
practices within textile production occurring around this time.443 For example, a 9th
century Iranian textile used to make a kaftan repeatedly employs a pearled roundel motif
to frame the central figure, in this case a senmurv (fig. 3.21).444 The same framing
technique can also be found on the aforementioned Umayyad textile, the ‘Marwan tiraz’
(see fig. 3.14). While there are no animal figures within its composition, the repeated
roundels which compose it, consist of a red colored vine scroll with gold colored round
centers that while perhaps are not intended to be pearls nevertheless have the same visual
character as them. It is also interesting to note that the red color scheme of the textile,
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which is a Sasanian royal color, is also present upon one of the in situ sculptural
fragments, a half-rosette, at the Mshatta palace (fig. 3.22).445 The fragmentary foundation
inscription on this textile indicating that it is a tiraz, is indication that it was produced by
an official state-sponsored workshop on behalf of the caliph. This official designation
would add a similar connotation to the Mshatta façade, given that its physical appearance
is associated with it.
Another distinguishing formal feature of the Mshatta façade, seen especially in
the triangles closer to the entrance portal, is the pairing of two animals or mythological
creatures, for example this paring of a gryphon and simurgh with an urn in between them,
found at the base of the fourth triangle from the left (see fig. 2.52). These pairings have
been interpreted variously as images of peace, in that ‘enemy creatures’ are seen in a state
of co-habitiaton within a verdant environment, or more speculative interpretations argue
that they are images from the tales of Kalila wa Dimna (a collection of Aesop-like fables
compiled in the 8th century C.E.).446 While these interpretations are highly speculative, it
is clear that the practice of pairing creatures is one that was certainly employed in the
composition of Sasanian textiles. This is most vividly demonstrated by the kaftan
adorning the Sasanian Shah Khusro II in a carved rock relief panel at Taq-i Bustan (591628 C.E.) depicting a boar hunt (fig. 3.23).447 The lower front portion of this kaftan
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depicts two senmurvs on either side of its front seam. This visual practice of pairing is
one that is visually similar to that seen on the Mshatta façade.
These visual details which, when taken in collectively give the viewer the
impression that they are looking at a representation of a large textile that covers the
southern entrance to the palace complex (fig. 3.24). It is entirely possible that this
configuration of a large textile representation straddling either side of the entrance portal
was intended to evoke the role that textiles might have played within Umayyad courtly
practice.448 In the Kitab al-Aghani, there is an account attributed to the Medinan singer
Abū Harūn ‘Uṭarrad which accounts his audience with the patron of Qusayr ‘Amra and
supposed patron of Khirbat al-Mafjar, Walīd ibn Yazīd. In this account he states the
following:

“his messenger came and I was admitted to him in a bahw (a parlor) with a
curtain lowered. Walīd spoke to be from behind the curtain and said:
‘Uṭarrad! I said: ‘At your service, Commander of the Faithful’ He said:
(recounting ‘Uṭarrad’s past performances) ‘Imagine me and you both now
in Medina, and in some meeting or assembly you speak of me and say:
1978), 119-125. This comparison also highlights how textiles were in dialog with rock
carving, which can also be seen in Sasanian stucco work. For more information on carved
stucco during the Sasanian period, see Jens Kröger, “Stucco Decoration,” Encyclopaedia
Iranica, online edition, 2005, available at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/stuccodecoration-in-iranian-architecture (accessed 28 June, 2018).
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“The Commander of the Faithful sent for me and I went into his presence,
and he bade me sing and I sang to him and delighted him, and he tore his
clothes and I took his spoils and so on.” You son of a whore, I swear by
God that if so much as a whisper of what happened passes your lips, and I
hear of it, I’ll have your head off.”449

Here at Mshatta, if we see these carvings as a large textile band straddling the
main entrance portal, perhaps it is imitative of this aforementioned textile in front of the
enthroned caliph that would open and close during performances. Considering that the
zone around Mshatta’s entrance portal was most certainly intended for some manner of
courtly ceremony, involving processions of visitors, envoys, and the like, then it would
make sense that such a textile image would be part of its visual program.450 Visitors
would cross the threshold created by the carved façade and enter into the confines
‘behind the curtain’ as it were.
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In a certain sense, the Mshatta façade relates to the supplementation model as
posited above for the mosaics of the floor of the Khirbat al-Mafjar reception hall, in that
it performs the visual task of a textile at a scale impossible for a real textile to achieve.
This is a textile image that projects royal authority by both its monumental scale and its
visual association with textiles used in court ceremony. The various figures that occupy
the lower portion of the western side of the façade, including a lion, griffin, simurgh, and
others also carry royal associations, but it is unclear whether their meaning is meant to be
programmatic, in service to a specific narrative, or rather atmospheric; connotative in
general terms of a paradisiacal environment. This has to remain an ambiguous question
given the incomplete nature of the monument.. This mode of display created by the
carved limestone and direct natural sunlight, creates a visual effect of light and shadow
that animates and gives a depth to these visual elements in ways that would also not be
possible to achieve on a flat textile surface. Thus not only does this representation
achieve a scale that would be unachievable for a textile, but also visual effects,
particularly of depth, that are not possible on the surface of a textile.
In another way, this reading of the Mshatta façade is also reminiscent of the
parody and play that we see on display at Khirbat al-Mafjar, the tasseled frame
surrounding the lion-gazelle mosaic, and the sculptural chain hung in front of Apse V
(see fig. 3.4). These material puns have previously been thought to be only articulated in
these environments of frivolity and leisure, but here at Mshatta, it is a dimension put on
display within an incredibly formal context and one of immense scale.
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Something interesting happens when one material is used to visually evoke
another. The fixity of a given material to its physical appearance dissipates. While a
viewer would always understand that they are looking at one medium rendered in
another, the relationship between the visual character of the given form and its medium
becomes unstable. To a certain degree appearance becomes something that is freefloating, emancipated from its media and from its anchor in the perceivable world; it
becomes an abstraction. In a visual environment where medium ceases to matter, images
are empowered to do the work of signs, in other words they enter into the world of
linguistics. The tasseled border around the tree, the lion and the gazelles is not a neutral
frame but one that frees the composition from its visually rich surroundings. It is a subtle
artistic gesture that projects the image into a string of associative meanings, likewise with
the Mshatta façade and in a more experiential way with the ‘carpet’ mosaics in the
Khirbat al-Mafjar reception hall and the frescos at Qusayr ‘Amra. It is in these contexts
that the textile image was useful for those artists working under Umayyad patronage.
These images operate as if they were pictures in a photographic sense, where the
referent is another artistic medium, or rather the appearance of said medium. Perhaps
then it is not a coincidence that it is textiles that are among the most frequently
reproduced media during the Umayyad period, for they possess many of the same
attributes of the photograph: they are portable, flat, and reproducible. It is under these
conditions that textiles enter into the visual imaginaire of practitioners working within the
Umayyad visual tradition, and as our four examples show, they are deployed as images
within a variety of settings, conveying a variety of meanings, and all contributing to the
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conceptual complexity and experimentation in meaning and form that has been the
subject of this chapter. These images, by using the representation of a material, in this
case textile fabric, are able to emancipate their meanings from the given form, and allow
them to operate as free-floating signifiers, that empower their viewers to think about
visual meaning as something not inherently tied to a given medium, but rather as
something more like a written language, something that is at a distance from the material
world, transcending it, but at the same time existing within the visual realm. Sight is not
simply a means by which to behold spectacular material objects, but is also the means by
which that perceivable world is transcended.
In conclusion, this chapter offers three settings in which the relationship between
meaning, form, and visual perception, were articulated. It demonstrates that the question
of meaning in relation to the visual arts was one that was actively pursued by Umayyad
makers and patrons across an incredibly diverse set of architectural and material settings.
Moreover, I have shown that the pursuit of these questions using textual sources in
innovative ways has yielded new insights regarding these questions. Rather than looking
to establish definitive meanings for given forms, I have shown how by pursuing the metaquestion of how meaning is constructed in the first place, nets far more interesting and
significant results, than would result from some kind of an updated iconographical
analysis. It shows that the types of questions being grappled with in this period were
worked out and thought through by means of the visual arts, making this area of culture
crucial to engage in any wider intellectual study of the period.
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Conclusion

This contribution to the field of Umayyad art and architecture argues that a new
understanding of the period can be attained by focusing on how visual perception was
conceptualized as both an experiential phenomenon and as a means by which to
disseminate meaning to an attentive audience. Using this conceptual focus to carry out an
analysis of a wide range of sites (both secular and religious), and an assortment of other
categories of visual culture, including numismatics and illuminated manuscripts, have
yielded new interpretive possibilities for the period. These possibilities arise from lines
of inquiry that have not been sufficiently addressed as the field developed through the
20th Century. This distinctive approach was brought about by both the asking of new
types of questions of the material in addition to having access to a range of artistic
production that was unavailable to those who in the early and mid 20th century were
setting the terms of scholarly engagement in the field, terms of engagement that would
have a lasting structural impact still felt after the widening of the Umayyad visual record.
It is also intended to be a response to the various perceived crises within the field of
Islamic art as it interacts with notions of global art histories.451 It argues, by virtue of its
chosen methodologies, for integration along new lines within Art History at large.
The study is configured as a three-part analysis that first introduces the basic
interpretive frameworks of the field and how they came to be, the second considers visual
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For a discussion of this see Avinoam Shalem, “Dangerous Claims On the ‘Othering’
of Islamic Art History and How it Operates within Global Art History,” Kritische
Berichte 2 (2012), 69-70 and 76-82.
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experience, and third, visual meaning. Beginning with a lengthy institutional critique in
the inaugural section of the project serves an emancipatory function, in that by explaining
the coming-into-being of already existing frameworks, enabled them to be effectively
shed in the second two parts of the study. Briefly, these frameworks can be characterized
as prioritizing the diachronic to the synchronic, overly positivist visual interpretation, and
avoidance of conceptual thought. The subsequent two chapters are constructed in such a
way as to respond to these frameworks. They prioritize the synchronic, avoiding
questions of change over time by focusing on the Umayyad moment as a discrete period
of art making, but at the same time do not argue for Umayyad exceptionalism. They
intentionally avoid weighing in on questions that are unanswerable given the state of the
evidence, and do not engage in positivist speculation, but rather seek out ways to
circumvent these impasses by other means. Most importantly, they focus on one
conceptual area that I believe to be particularly insightful in the examination of Umayyad
art and architecture: visual perception.
The Umayyad period was a time of extreme cultural attention to the visual arts.
While, as stated, I do not actively carry out a diachronic study of this period and its
precedents and antecedents, it is clear from just cursory examination that the Umayyad
period was one in which the various visual traditions of Late Antiquity were taken to new
heights. Despite the conspicuous lack of available comparisons, both within the
Byzantine and Sasanian realms, as well as the Abbasid, it is clear that there was an
exuberant engagement with the visual arts that reached such depth, that they were able to
be used in this study much like textual evidence has been used in other areas of cultural
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history, particularly the Abbasid moment, to define the cultural landscape of that era.
Moreover, this was the era in which visual perception became a documented area of
intellectual pursuit.452 While those who pursued the study of visual perception within this
intellectual milieu were largely scientists and philosophers at seemingly far remove from
the production of visual arts, scholars such as Martin Jay have made clear that visual
perception was the subject of a panoply of cultural discourses occurring beyond the
scientific.453
Over the course of this dissertation, I have laid out the various ways in which I
see the art and architecture of the Umayyad period weigh in on this topic. The first of
these interpretive chapters, “Space, Motion, Spectacle and the Experience of Umayyad
Architecture,” takes on visual experience in three of its forms: as a spatial phenomenon,
as a sensory act occurring in motion, and as a spectacle involving the performance of
visual form within a context of group participation. These thematic interests were
developed through the close examination of the Umayyad visual record, where they were
observed across a variety of venues and objects that conventional classification would
situate in separate categories. The very fact that similar trends are identified across such
boundaries as the religious and the secular, between painting and sculpture, in public
visual space and private, make it clear that these are trends that encompass the entire
culture of artistic production, and are not merely techniques intended for one specific
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type opf audience. The kind of formal analysis utilized is one that triangulates between
the viewer, the viewed, and the gaze in between. By utilizing this triad within the practice
of formal analysis, I was able to generate entirely new understandings of the visual
dynamics operational within Umayyad art and architecture, and from that develop a
means by which to make several conclusions about how visual perception was
understood during the early Islamic period, namely as a means to inculcate a viewing
subject that was a mobile and active participant.
The third chapter, “Meaning and Form in Umayyad Images,” addresses the ways
in which visual perception, as engaged by a viewing subject with the attributes defined in
the previous chapter, is used as a means to disseminate meaning. The first part examines
how the gaze, the intermediary zone between the viewer and the viewed, becomes in
itself capable of generating meaning by virtue of its relationship to both the viewer and
the given viewed object. The second part shifts attention from the gaze to visual objects
themselves, and focuses upon an episode within numismatic design of willful
experimentation in the dissemination of meaning by visual means. This experimentation,
rather than being an interesting footnote in numismatic history, speaks to a broader
cultural trend in the period of critical interest in this topic that can be readily observed in
other media. The third section examines another aspect of visual meaning, the impact of
medium upon meaning and the mechanics behind this interaction. Through an
examination of representations of textiles in various venues and how the meanings of
these ‘textile images’ operate, it becomes clear that creating these representations
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generated a means by which to create free-floating signifiers that could transcend their
medium of production.
Overall, the dissertation advocates for an Umayyad art and architecture that is
deeply steeped within conceptual concerns that are not readily apparent using the
interpretive tools that the study of this period has crafted over the course of its history. It
offers an interpretation of this cultural moment not accessible by other means, one that is
largely undetectable using conventional methods. It also offers an interpretation of the
period as one that is greatly concerned with the visual arts. This characterization of the
Umayyad era is not one that often comes across within wider cultural studies of the
period.
In a recent edited volume entitled, In the Presence of Power: Court and
Performance in the Pre-Modern Middle East, the editors state that, “many types of
performance in the region and period consist largely of the verbal arts: therefore, along
with storytelling, we explore oratory, conversation, and advice.”454 This volume, which
includes the Umayyad period in their chronological scope, completely ignores the visual
arts, which arguably were the subject of vast amounts of monetary investment and
cultural attention. A bias towards the literary record is of course expected, but it is one
that offers an inherently limited view of the Umayyad period. Of course this bias goes
both ways, in that our conventional art historical interpretation of the period is equally
clouded by critical assessments of the literary record.
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As an example, in an interpretive essay on the Umayyad court poet al-Akhtal’s
qasida Khaffa al-Qatinu, composed sometime following the events of the second fitna
(the civil war between the Umayyads and the forces of Ibn al-Zubayr), and roughly
contemporary to the construction of the Dome of the Rock, the literary historian Suzanne
Pinckney Stetkevych claims that this poetic art form functions “as an encoder and
transmitter of the ideology of Islamic hegemony and as one of the insignia of legitimate
(Arabo)-Islamic political authority.”455 Among the conventions and techniques identified
by the author is the appropriation of motifs and techniques of pre-Islamic poetry.456 She
states, “the new text is authenticated by an authoritative old one, but the reverse is also
true: a reciprocity is created whereby imitation confers authority on the old text,
insomuch as it is an act of homage and recognition, and in an altogether circular and
symbiotic way, the new text draws authority from its recognition and submission.”457
Many of the same motifs of interpretation were present here as in those standard
readings of the monuments of the Umayyads that were discussed in the first chapter of
the dissertation. The idea that the cultural production of the era was a means by which to
fashion political and ideological hegemony being an obvious congruency. Drawing on the
past for legitimacy was also a common concern. One would just have to replace ‘the
jahiliyya’ [the pre-Islamic period] with ‘Sasanian’ or ‘Byzantine’ and this assessment
would hold true for the art and architecture of the Umayyads. The literary way in which
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Umayyad monuments are currently interpreted, using terms like ‘citation’ or ‘translation’
is but another congruency one could observe. It is also notable that these two cultural
forms, poetry and the visual arts, despite being presented, performed, and displayed,
within the same physical spaces, the bathhouse of Qusayr ‘Amra and the reception hall of
Khirbat al-Mafjar come to mind, they seem to be drawing off of entirely different ideas
of canonicity and cultural pasts.
Along with these considerations, which fall under a synchronic understanding of
the Umayyad period, is also contextualizing the dissertation’s research findings
diachronically. To do this, one must consider the question of Late Antiquity, and its
relationship to this study. In a recent work of historiographical intervention regarding this
term, Garth Fowden advocates for an approach to the historical era from 200-800 C.E.
(expanded by Fowden to encompass the entire first millennium C.E.), that gives ‘Islam’
and its institutional and cultural maturation equal play to Christianity and Judaism.
Largely chronologized using philosophical and religio-intellectual movements as signposts, Fowden works to re-frame and integrate Islam into a very broad conception of preEnlightenment history. Throughout, he emphasizes the continuities between these
cultural traditions and describes the period that is the purview of this dissertation in the
following terms:

“And the late antique empires of Qaysar (Caesar) and Kisra (Khosrow)
continued long after this to be a vivid presence to Muslims, whether
through constant contact with the lands and peoples still ruled from
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Constantinople or through a more artistic and literary memory of the
Sasanid court at Ctesiphon. One thinks of some of the best-known material
evidence from the Umayyad period (661-750): the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik’s
(685-706) “Arab-Byzantine” and “Arab-Sasanian” coins; his Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem, so indebted to Christian architecture; and the Sasanianstyle relief carvings on the Mushatta façade now in Berlin.”458

For a non-art historian, even one who has a proven extensive knowledge of
Umayyad and Late Antique art and architecture, this assessment is expected, despite the
fact that it glosses over all of the conceptual complexity and richness of this period. At a
surface level, this analysis is demonstrably correct, especially given the museological and
comparative way in which Umayyad visual material has been presented. However this
observation comes with a certain amount of irony, given Fowden’s desire to bring Islam
‘into the fold,’ yet fails to observe the important philosophical and conceptual
contributions that Umayyad art and architecture has made. The presentation and
interpretation of this material in this dissertation using art historical methods previously
unemployed in this field has shown that this is a moment of profound innovation in the
visual arts, a conclusion that even an ‘inclusive’ understanding of the Late Antique period
fails to reach. It is only by expanding the understanding of adjacent visual traditions
along the same methodological terms proposed by this dissertation, that the full effect and
resonances of this era can be adequately measured. Thus, this project can be understood

458

Fowden, Before and After Muhammad, 10.
242

to be an opening provocation for further research that would in theory inaugurate an
entirely new framework through which to interpret the visual traditions of the Late
Antique world, and in turn develop new narratives of the formation of Islamic art.
These new narratives are very much in methodological alignment with recent
interest on the part of Islamic art historians in the impacts of visual perception discourses
upon practices of art making.459 The experimental nature of the Umayyad period has been
shown to provide the ideal venue for such pursuits. The surface eclecticism of the
Umayyad monuments examined here, which no right-minded formal analyst would group
together, also testifies to a shared concern for the conceptual aspects of visual perception.
These monuments represent iterations of self-conscious efforts to engage with the visual
traditions of the Late Antique World while also developing new conceptual
understandings of visual perception. Thus it can be said that the art and architecture of the
early Islamic period is an aesthetic crescendo and amplification of existing visual
traditions all driven by new interest in the potentialities of sight.
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This is exemplified in a recent guest edited issue of Muqarnas, “Gazing Otherwise:
Modalities of Seeing In and Beyond the Lands of Islam.” While the various studies in this
volume pertain to periods that follow the Umayyad artistic moment, this project is very
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within the visual corpus. See Elias, Aisha’s Cushion and Valérie Gonzalez, Beauty and
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Piège de Salomon: Le Pensée de l’art dans le Coran (Paris: Albin Michel, 2002).
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Appendix
Excerpt from Ṣibt ibn al-Jawzī, Mir'āt al-zamān

و ﻗﺎل ھﺸﺎم و ﻛﺎن اﺑﻦ اﻟﺰﺑﯿﺮ ﯾﺨﻄﺐ ﻓﻲ اّﯾﺎم ﻣﻨﻰ و ﻋﺮﻓﺔ و ﻣﻘﺎم اﻟﻨﺎس ﺑﻤﻜﺔ و ﯾﻨﺎل ﻣﻦ
ﻋﺒﺪ اﻟﻤﻠﻚ و ﯾﺬﻛﺮ ﻣﺴﺎوئ ﺑﻨﻲ اّﻣﯿﺔ و ﯾﻘﻮل ان رﺳﻮل ﷲ ﻟﻌﻦ اﻟﺤﻜﻢ و ﻣﺎ ﻧﺴﻞ و اّﻧﮫ
طﺮﯾﺪ رﺳﻮل ﷲ و ﻟﻌﯿﻨﮫ ﻓﻼل ﻣﻌﻈﻢ ا ّ
ھﻞ اﻟﺸﺎم اﻟﯿﮫ و ﺻﺎروا ﺑﻄﺎﻧﺔ ﻟﮫ و ﺑﻠﻎ ﻋﺒﺪ اﻟﻤﻠﻚ ﻓﻤﻨﻊ
اﻟﻨﺎس ﻣﻦ اﻟﺤّﺞ ﻓﺄﻗﺎﻣﻮا ﻣّﺪة ﻓﻀّﺠﻮا ﻓﺒﻨﻰ ﻟﮭﻢ اﻟﻘﺒﺔ ﻋﻠﻰ اﻟﺼﺨﺮة و اﻟﺠﺎﻣﻊ اﻻﻗّﺼﻰ ﻟﯿﺸﻐﻠﮭﻢ ﺑﺬﻟﻚ ﻋﻦ
اﻟﺤّﺞ .ﻓﻜﺎﻧﻮا ﯾﻘﻔﻮن ﻋﻨﺪ اﻟﺼﺨﺮة و ﯾﻄﻮﻓﻮن ﺣﻮﻟﮭﺎ ﻛﻤﺎ ﯾﻄﻮﻓﻮن ﺣﻮل اﻟﻜﻌﺒﺔ و ﯾﻨﺤﺮون ﯾﻮم اﻟﻌﯿﺪ.

Excerpt from Al-Muqaddasī, Ahsan al-Taqasim fi Ma’rifat ul-Aqalim

و ﻗﻠﺖ ﯾﻮﻣﺎً ﻟﻌّﻤﻰ ﯾﺎ ﻋّﻢ ﻟﻢ ﯾﺤﺴﻦ اﻟﻮﻟﯿﺪ ﺣﯿﺚ اﻧﻔﻖ أﻣﻮال اﻟﻤﺴﻠﻤﯿﻦ ﻋﻠﻰ ﺟﺎﻣﻊ دﻣﺸﻖ و
ﻟﻮ اﺻﺮف ذﻟﻚ ﻓﻲ ﻋﻤﺎرة اﻟﻄﺮق و اﻟﻤﺼﺎﻧﻊ و رّم اﻟﺤﺼﻮن ﻟﻜﺎن اﺻﻮب و اﻓﻀﻞ ﻗﺎل
ﻻ ﺗﻔﻌﻞ ﯾﺎ ﺑﻨّﻰ ان اﻟﻮﻟﯿﺪ وﻓﻖ و ﻛﺸﻒ ﻟﮫ ﻋﻦ اﻣﺮ ﺟﻠﯿﻞ و ذﻟﻚ اﻧﮫ رأى اﻟﺸﺎم ﺑﻠﺪ
اﻟﻨﺼﺎرى و رأى ﻟﮭﻢ ﻓﯿﮭﺎ ﺑﯿّﻌﺎ ﺣﺴﻨﺔ ﻗﺪ اﻗﻤﻦ زﺧﺎرﻓﮭﺎ و اﻧﺘﺸﺮ ذﻛﺮھﺎ ﻛﺎﻟﻘﻤﺎﻣﺔ و ﺑﯿﻌﺔ
ﻟّﺪ و اﻟّﺮھﺎ ﻓﺎّﺗﺨﺬ ﻟﻠﻤﺴﻠﻤﯿﻦ ﻣﺴﺎﺟّﺪا اﺷﻐﻠﮭﻢ ﺑﮫ ﻋﻨﮭّﻦ و ﺟﻌﻠﮫ اﺣﺪ ﻋﺠﺎﺋﺐ اﻟﺪﻧﯿﺎ اﻻ ﺗﺮى
ان ﻋﺒﺪ اﻟﻤﻠﻚ ﻟّﻤﺎ رأى ﻋﻈﻢ ﻗّﺒﺔ اﻟﻘﻤﺎﻣﺔ و ھﯿﻌﺘﮭﺎ ﺧﺸﻰ ان ﺗﻌﻈﻢ ﻓﻲ ﻗﻠﻮب اﻟﻤﺴﻠﻤﯿﻦ
ﻓﻨﻨﺼﺐ ﻋﻠﻰ اﻟﺼﺨﺮة ﻗّﺒﺔ ﻋﻠﻰ ﻣﺎ ﺗﺮى.
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The Qur’anic inscriptions from the Great Mosque of Damascus

79. Nazi’at (The Forceful Chargers), translation by M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an,
407-408.
In the name of God, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy

1

By the forceful chargers 2raring to go, 3sweeping ahead at full stretch, 4overtaking

swiftly 5to bring the matter to an end, 6on the Day when the blast reverberates 7and the
second blast follows, 8hearts will tremble 9and eyes will be downcast. 10They say, ‘What?
Shall we be brought back to life, 11after we have turned into decayed bones?’ and they
say, 12Such a return is impossible!’ 13But all it will take is a single blast, 14and they will
be back above ground.
15

Have you [Prophet] heard the story of Moses? 16His Lord called out to him in

the sacred valley of Tuwa: 17Go to Pharoh, for he has exceeded all bounds, 18and ask him,
“Do you want to purify yourself [of sin]? 19Do you want me to guide you to your Lord, so
that you may hold Him in awe?”’ 20Moses showed him the great sign, 21but he denied it
and refused [the faith]. 22He turned away hastily 23gathered his people, proclaiming, 24’I
am your supreme lord,’ 25so God condemned him to punishment in the life to come as
well as in this life: 26there truly is a lesson in this for anyone who stands in awe of God.
27

Which is harder to create: you people or the sky that He built, 28raising it high

and perfecting it, 29giving darkness to its night and bringing out its morning brightness,
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and the earth, too, He spread out, 31bringing waters and pastures out of it, 32and setting

30

firm mountains [in it] 33for you and your animals to enjoy? 34When the great
overwhelming event arrives 35on the Day that man remembers what he has done 36and
Hell is there for all to see, 37for anyone who has transgressed 38and preferred the present
life 39Hell will be home; 40for anyone who feared the meeting with his Lord and
restrained himself from base desires, 41Paradise will be home.
They ask you [Prophet] about the Hour, 43saying, ‘When will it arrive?’, but

42

how can you tell [them that]? 44Its time is known only to your Lord; 45you are only sent to
warn those who fear it. 46On the Day they see it, it will seem they lingered [in this life] an
evening [at most,] or its morning.

ﷲ اﻟﱠﺮْﺣَﻤِﻦ اﻟﱠﺮِﺣﯿِﻢ
ِﺑْﺴِﻢ ِ

ت َﻧْﺸ ً
ت َﻏْﺮًﻗﺎ َ 2و اﻟﻨﱠﺎِﺷ َ
ت َأْﻣًﺮا َ 6ﯾْﻮَم َﺗْﺮُﺟ ُ
ﻒ
ﺳْﺒًﺤﺎ َ 4ﻓﺎﻟ ﱠ
ﻄﺎ َ 3و اﻟ ﱠ
ﺳْﺒًﻘﺎ َ 5ﻓﺎْﻟُﻤَﺪﱢﺑَﺮا ِ
ت َ
ﺴﺎِﺑَﻘﺎ ِ
ت َ
ﺴﺎِﺑَﺤﺎ ِ
ﻄﺎ ِ
َ 1و اﻟﻨﱠﺎِزَﻋﺎ ِ
ﺼﺎُرھَﺎ َاِﺷَﻌﺔٌ َ 10ﯾُﻘﻮُﻟﻮَن َأِﺋﻨﱠﺎ َﻟَﻤْﺮُدوُدوَن ِﻓﻲ اْﻟَﺤﺎِﻓَﺮِة َ 11أِﺋَﺬا ُﻛﻨﱠﺎ
اﻟﱠﺮاِﺟَﻔﺔُ َ 7ﺗْﺘَﺒُﻌﮭَﺎ اﻟﱠﺮاِدَﻓﺔُ ُ 8ﻗُﻠﻮ ٌ
ب َﯾْﻮَﻣِﺌٍﺬ َواِﺟَﻔﺔٌ َ 9أْﺑ َ
ك َﺣِﺪﯾ ُ
ِﻋ َ
ﺳﻰ
ﻚ ِإًذا َﻛﱠﺮٌة اِﺳَﺮٌة َ 13ﻓﺈِﻧﱠَﻤﺎ ِھَﻲ َزْﺟَﺮُة َواِﺣِﺪٌة َ 14ﻓﺈَِذا ھُﻢ ِﺑﺎﻟ ﱠ
ﺴﺎِھَﺮِة  15ھَْﻞ أَﺗﺎ َ
ﻈﺎًﻣﺎ ﱠن َِرًة َ 12ﻗﺎُﻟﻮا ِﺗﻠ َ
ﺚ ُﻣﻮ َ
س ُ
ﺐ ِإَﻟﻰ ِﻓْﺮَﻋْﻮَن ِإﻧﱠﮫُ َ
ﻚ َإَﻟﻰ
طًﻮى  17اْذھَ ْ
ﻚ ِإﻟﻰ َأن َﺗَﺰﱠﻛﻰ َ 19و َأھِْﺪَﯾ َ
طَﻐﻰ َ 18ﻓُﻘْﻞ ھَﻞ ﻟﱠ َ
ِ16إْذ َﻧﺎَداُه َرﱡﺑﮫُ ِﺑﺎْﻟَﻮاِد اْﻟُﻤَﻘﱠﺪ ِ
ﺸَﺮ َﻓَﻨﺎَدى َ 24ﻓَﻘﺎَل َأَﻧﺎ َرﱡﺑُﻜُﻢ ا ْ َ
ﺼﻰ ُ 22ﺛﱠﻢ َأْدَﺑَﺮ َﯾْﺴَﻌﻰ َ 23ﻓَﺤ َ
ﺖْ َ
ﻚ َﻓ َ
ﻷْﻋَﻠﻰ
َرﱢﺑ َ
ب َو َﻋ َ
ﺷﻰ َ 20ﻓﺄََراُه اﻵَﯾﺔَ اْﻟُﻜْﺒَﺮىَ 21ﻓَﻜﱠﺬ َ
َ25ﻓﺄَ ََذُه ﷲُ َﻧَﻜﺎَل ا ْ ِﻵ َِرِة َو ا ْ ُ
ﺸﻰ َ 27أَأﻧُﺘْﻢ َأ َ
ﻚ َﻟِﻌْﺒَﺮًة ﱢﻟَﻤﻦ َﯾْﺨ َ
ﺳْﻤَﻜﮭَﺎ
ﺷﱡﺪ َْﻟًﻘﺎ َأِم اﻟ ﱠ
ﻷوَﻟﻰ ِ 26إﱠن ِﻓﻲ َذِﻟ َ
ﺴَﻤﺎء َﺑَﻨﺎھَﺎ َ 28رَﻓَﻊ َ
ﺿَﺤﺎھَﺎ َ 30و ا ْ َ
ﺴﱠﻮاھَﺎ َ 29وَأْﻏ َ
ﻚ َدَﺣﺎھَﺎ َ 31أ َْرَج ِﻣْﻨﮭَﺎ َﻣﺎءھَﺎ َو َﻣْﺮَﻋﺎھَﺎ َ 32و اْﻟِﺠَﺒﺎَل
ﺶ َﻟَﯿَﻠﮭَﺎ َو َأ َْرَج ُ
ض َﺑْﻌَﺪ َذِﻟ َ
ﻷْر َ
ﻄ َ
َﻓ َ
ت اﻟ ﱠ
ﺳﺎھَﺎ َ 33ﻣَﺘﺎًﻋﺎ ﻟﱠُﻜْﻢ َو ِ َ
ت اْﻟَﺠِﺤﯿُﻢ
ﺳَﻌﻰ َ 36و ُﺑﱢﺮَز ِ
ﺴﺎُن َﻣﺎ َ
ﻄﺎﱠﻣﺔُ اْﻟُﻜْﺒَﺮىَ 35ﯾْﻮَم َﯾَﺘَﺬﱠﻛُﺮ ا ْ ِﻹﻧ َ
ﻷْﻧَﻌﺎِﻣُﻜْﻢ َ 34ﻓﺈَِذا َﺟﺎء ِ
َأْر َ
ِﻟَﻤﻦ َﯾَﺮى َ 37ﻓﺄَﱠﻣﺎ َﻣﻦ َ
ف َﻣَﻘﺎَم َرﱢﺑِﮫ َو َﻧﮭَﻰ
طَﻐﻰ َ 38و آَﺛَﺮ اْﻟَﺤَﯿﺎَة اﻟﱡﺪْﻧَﯿﺎ َ 39ﻓﺈِﱠن اْﻟَﺠِﺤﯿَﻢ ِھَﻲ اْﻟَﻤْﺄَوى َ 40و َأﱠﻣﺎ َﻣْﻦ َا َ
ﺳﺎھَﺎ
ﻚ َﻋِﻦ اﻟ ﱠ
ﺲ َﻋِﻦ اْﻟﮭََﻮى َ 41ﻓﺈِﱠن اْﻟَﺠﻨﱠﺔَ ِھَﻲ اْﻟَﻤْﺄَوى َ 42ﯾْﺴﺄَُﻟﻮَﻧ َ
ﺴﺎَﻋِﺔ َأﯾﱠﺎَن ُﻣْﺮ َ
اﻟﻨﱠْﻔ َ
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ً َﻛﺄَﻧﱠﮭُُﻢ َﯾْﻮَم َﯾَﺮْوَﻧﮭَﺎ َﻟْﻢ َﯾْﻠَﺒُﺜﻮا إﱠﻻ َﻋِﺸﯿﱠﺔ46 ﺸﺎھَﺎ
َ ﺖ ُﻣﻨِﺬُر َﻣﻦ َﯾْﺨ
َ  ِإﻧﱠَﻤﺎ َأﻧ45 ﻚ ُﻣﻨَﺘﮭَﺎھَﺎ
َ  ِﻓﯿَﻢ َأﻧ43
َ  ِإَﻟﻰ َرﱢﺑ44 ﺖ ِﻣﻦ ِذْﻛَﺮاھَﺎ
ﺿَﺤﺎھَﺎ
ُ َأْو

80. ‘Abasa (He Frowned), translation by M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an, 409-410.

In the name of God, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy

1

He frowned and turned away 2when the blind man came to him – 3for all you know, he

might have grown in spirit, 4or taken note of something useful to him. 5For the selfsatisfied one 6you go out of your way – 7though you are not to be blamed for his lack of
spiritual growth – 8but from the one who has come to you full of eagerness 9and awe
10

you allow yourself to be distracted. 11No indeed! This [Qur’an] is a lesson 12from which

those who wish to be taught should learn, 13[written ] on honoured, 14exalted, pure pages,
15

by the hands of 16noble and virtuous scribes.
17

Woe to Man! How ungrateful he is! 18From what thing does God create him?

19

He creates him from a droplet, He proportions him, 20He makes the way easy for him,

21

then He causes him to die and be buried. 22When He wills, He will raise him up again.

23

Yet man does not fulfil God’s commands. 24Let man consider the food he eats! 25We

pour down abundant water 26and cause the soil to split open. 27We make grain grow,
28

and vines, fresh vegetation, 29olive trees, date palms, 30luscious gardens, 31fruits, and

fodder: 32all for you and your livestock to enjoy.
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When the Deafening Blast comes – 34the Day man will flee from his own

33

brother, 35his mother, his father, 36his wife, his children: 37each of them will be absorbed
in concerns of their own on that Day – 38on that Day some faces will be beaming,
laughing, and rejoicing, 40but some faces will be dust-stained 41and covered in darkness:

39

those are the disbelievers, the licentious.

42

ِﺑْﺴِﻢ ﷲِ اﻟﱠﺮْﺣَﻤِﻦ اﻟﱠﺮِﺣﯿِﻢ
ﺲ َو َﺗَﻮﻟﱠﻰ َ 2أن َﺟﺎءُه ا ْ َ
ﻚ َﻟَﻌﻠﱠﮫُ َﯾﱠﺰﱠﻛﻰ  4أْو َﯾﱠﺬﱠﻛُﺮ َﻓَﺘﻨَﻔَﻌﮫُ اﻟﱢﺬْﻛَﺮى َ 5أﱠﻣﺎ َﻣِﻦ اْﺳَﺘْﻐَﻨﻰ َ 6ﻓﺄَﻧ َ
ﺖ َﻟﮫُ
ﻷْﻋَﻤﻰ َ 3و َﻣﺎ ُﯾْﺪِرﯾ َ
َ 1ﻋَﺒ َ
ك َﯾْﺴَﻌﻰ َ 9و ھَُﻮ َﯾْﺨ َ
ﺸﻰ َ 10ﻓﺄَﻧ َ
ﺖ َﻋْﻨﮫُ َﺗَﻠﮭﱠﻰ َ 11ﻛﱠﻼ ِإﻧﱠﮭَﺎ َﺗْﺬِﻛَﺮٌة 12
ﻚ َأﱠﻻ َﯾﱠﺰﱠﻛﻰ َ 8و َأﱠﻣﺎ َﻣﻦ َﺟﺎء َ
ﺼﱠﺪى َ 7و َﻣﺎ َﻋَﻠْﯿ َ
َﺗ َ
ﻒ ﱡﻣَﻜﱠﺮَﻣٍﺔ  14ﱠﻣْﺮُﻓﻮَﻋٍﺔ ﱡﻣ َ
َﻓَﻤﻦ َ
ﺴﺎُن َﻣﺎ َأْﻛَﻔَﺮُه
ﺷﺎء َذَﻛَﺮُه ِ 13ﻓﻲ ُ
ﺻُﺤ ٍ
ﺳَﻔَﺮٍة ِ 16ﻛَﺮاٍم َﺑَﺮَرٍة ُ 17ﻗِﺘَﻞ ا ْ ِﻹﻧ َ
ﻄﮭﱠَﺮٍة ِ 15ﺑﺄَْﯾِﺪي َ
ﺷْﻲٍء ََﻟَﻘﮫُ ِ 19ﻣﻦ ﱡﻧ ْ
ﺷﺎءَأﻧ َ
ﺴَﺮُه ُ 21ﺛﱠﻢ َأَﻣﺎَﺗﮫُ َﻓﺄَْﻗَﺒَﺮُه ُ 22ﺛﱠﻢ ِإَذا َ
ي َ
ﺸَﺮُه َ 23ﻛﱠﻼ َﻟﱠﻤﺎ
ﺴِﺒﯿَﻞ َﯾ ﱠ
ﻄَﻔٍﺔ َﻟَﻘﮫُ َﻓَﻘﱠﺪَرُه ُ 20ﺛﱠﻢ اﻟ ﱠ
ِ18ﻣﻦ َأ ﱢ
ﺷَﻘْﻘَﻨﺎ ا ْ َ
ﺾ َﻣﺎ َأَﻣَﺮُه َ 24ﻓْﻠَﯿﻨ ُ
ﺴﺎُن ِإَﻟﻰ َ
ض َ
ﺻًّﺒﺎ ُ 26ﺛﱠﻢ َ
ﺷ ًّﻘﺎ َ 27ﻓﺄَﻧَﺒْﺘَﻨﺎ ِﻓﯿﮭَﺎ َﺣًّﺒﺎ 28
ﻷْر َ
ﺻَﺒْﺒَﻨﺎ اْﻟَﻤﺎء َ
طَﻌﺎِﻣِﮫ َ 25أﻧﱠﺎ َ
ﻈِﺮ ا ْ ِﻹﻧ َ
َﯾْﻘ ِ
ﻖ ُﻏْﻠًﺒﺎ َ 31و َﻓﺎِﻛﮭَﺔً َو َأًّﺑﺎ  32ﱠﻣَﺘﺎًﻋﺎ ﻟﱠُﻜْﻢ َو ِ َ
ت
َو ِﻋَﻨًﺒﺎ َو َﻗ ْ
ﻀًﺒﺎ َ 29و َزْﯾُﺘﻮًﻧﺎ َو َن ًْﻻ َ 30و َﺣَﺪاِﺋ َ
ﻷْﻧَﻌﺎِﻣُﻜْﻢ َ 33ﻓﺈَِذا َﺟﺎء ِ
ئ ﱢﻣﻨﮭُْﻢ َﯾْﻮَﻣِﺌٍﺬ َ
ﺷْﺄٌن ُﯾْﻐِﻨﯿِﮫ ُ 38و
اﻟ ﱠ
ﺼﺎ ﱠُة َ 34ﯾْﻮَم َﯾِﻔﱡﺮ اْﻟَﻤْﺮُء ِﻣْﻦ َأ ِﯾِﮫ َ 35و أُﱢﻣِﮫ َو َأِﺑﯿِﮫ َ36و َ
ﺻﺎ ِﺣَﺒِﺘِﮫ َو َﺑِﻨﯿِﮫ ِ 37ﻟُﻜﱢﻞ اْﻣِﺮ ٍ
ﻚ ھُُﻢ اْﻟَﻜَﻔَﺮُة اْﻟَﻔَﺠَﺮُة
ﺿﺎِﺣَﻜﺔٌ ﱡﻣْﺴَﺘْﺒِﺸَﺮٌة َ 41و ُوُﺟﻮٌه َﯾْﻮَﻣِﺌٍﺬ َﻋَﻠْﯿﮭَﺎ َﻏَﺒَﺮٌة َ 42ﺗْﺮھَُﻘﮭَﺎ َﻗَﺘَﺮة  43أُْوَﻟِﺌ َ
ُﺟﻮٌه َﯾْﻮَﻣِﺌٍﺬ ﱡﻣْﺴِﻔَﺮٌة َ 39

Excerpt from al-Isbahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī
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ﺳﺘُﻮُره ﻓﻜﻠﱠﻤﻨﻲ ﻣﻦ وراء اﻟﺴﺘﻮر و ﻗﺎل
ﺟﺎءﻧﻲ رﺳﻮﻟُﮫ ﻓﺪﺧﻠﺖ اﻟﯿﮫ و ھﻮ ﻓﻲ ﺑْﮭٍﻮ ﻗﺪ أُﻟﻘﯿﺖ ُ
ﺖ اﻟﻤﺪﯾﻨَﺔ ﻓﻘﻤ َ
ﯾﺎ ﻋﻄّﺮد ﻗﻠﺖ ﻟﺒﯿﻚ ﯾﺎ أَﻣﯿﺮ اﻟﻤﺆﻣﻨﯿﻦ ﻗﺎل ﻛﺄﻧﻲ ﺑﻚ اﻵن ﻗﺪ أَﺗﯿ َ
ﺖ ﻟﺒﻲ ﻓﻲ
ﺖ دﻋﺎﻧﻲ أَﻣﯿﺮ اﻟﻤﺆﻣﻨﯿﻦ ﻓﺪﺧﻠ ُ
ت و ﻗﻠ َ
ﻣﺠﻠﺴﮭﺎ و ﻣﺤﻔِﻠِﮭﺎ و ﻗﻌﺪ َ
ﺖ اﻟﯿﮫ ﻓﺎﻗﺘﺮح ﻋﻠّﻲ ﻓﻐﻨﱠﯿﺘُﮫ و
ﻖ ﺛﯿﺎَﺑﮫ و أﺧﺬ ُ
أطﺮﺑﺘُﮫ ﻓﺸ ّ
ت َﺳﻠََﺒﮫ و ﻓﻌَﻞ وﻓﻌﻞ و ﷲ ﯾﺄﺑﻦ اﻟﺰاﻧﯿﺔ ﻟﺌﻦ ﺗﺤّﺮﻛ َ
ﺖ َﺷﻔَﺘﺎك
ﺑﺸﻲء ﻣﻤﺎ ﺟﺮى ﻓﺒﻠﻐﻨﻲ ﻷﺿَﺮﺑّﻦ ﻋﻨﻘﻚ.
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photograph, 1875. Fisher Fine Arts Library Image Collection, The University of
Pennsylvania, 158/M9875/3Pal*.
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scheme), 1903, State Museum Berlin, ZA SMB I/IM 7. Berlin, Germany.
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Figure 1.20. “Mschattafassade: Die Füllungen der großen Rosetten nach Typen geordnet”
(Mshatta Facade: The interior content of the large rosettes organized by type) in Josef
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Figure 1.21. Extreme Façade, Palace of Mâshitâ, frontispiece, H.B. Tristram, The Land of
Moab, (1873).
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Figure 1.22. No. 22 Octagon Tower, in H.B. Tristram, The Land of Moab (1873), 215.
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Figure 1.23. No. 39 Elevation of One Compartment of Western Octagon Tower at
Mâshitâ, in H.B. Tristram, The Land of Moab (1873), 384.
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Figure 1.24. No. 38 Elevation of West Wing Wall of External Façade of Palace at
Mâshitâ, in H.B. Tristram, The Land of Moab (1873), 382.

290

Figure 1.25. No. 24 Plan of Palace, Mâshitâ, in H.B. Tristram, The Land of Moab (1873),
219.
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Figure 1.26. No. 37 Inner Palace of Mâshitâ, from within the Outer Gate-Way, in H.B.
Tristram, The Land of Moab (1873), 379.
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Figure 1.27. Mschatta Reconstructionsversuch Thorfront (Mshatta Proposed
Reconstruction of Gate Facade), Bruno Schultz, in Jahrbuch Preußischen
Kunstsammlungen 25/4, 1904. (insert).
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Figure 2.1. Opening folio, Sana’a Qur’an, originally ca. 51 x 47 cm., ink and parchment,
657-690 C.E. or 700-730 C.E., Dār al-Makhṭūṭat al-Yamaniyya, IN 20-31.1, Sana’a,
Yemen.
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Figure 2.2. Opening folio (with added highlights by author), Sana’a Qur’an, originally ca.
51 x 47 cm., ink and parchment, 657-690 C.E. or 700-730 C.E., Dār al-Makhṭūṭat alYamaniyya, IN 20-31.1, Sana’a, Yemen.
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Figure 2.3. Geometric structure of the folio (Sana’a Qur’an on left, and ground plan of
the Dome of the Rock on the right for comparison), after Alain George, The Rise of
Islamic Calligraphy (2010), fig. 56.
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Figure 2.4. Second folio, Sana’a Qur’an, originally ca. 51 x 47 cm., ink and parchment,
657-690 C.E. or 700-730 C.E., Sana’a (Yemen), Dār al-Makhṭūṭat al-Yamaniyya, IN 2031.1. (After Hans-Caspar Graf von Bothmer, “Architekturbilder im Koran: Eine
Prachthandschrift der Umayyadenzeit aus dem Yemen.” Pantheon 45 (1987) figure II.
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Figure 2.5. Reconstruction of the second folio, Sana’a Qur’an, after Oleg Grabar, The
Mediation of Ornament (1992), fig. 127.
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Figure 2.6. Ground plan of the Great Mosque of Damascus as built by al-Walīd, after
K.A.C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, vol. 1 (1969), figure 89.
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Figure 2.7. Third folio, Sana’a Qur’an, originally ca. 51 x 47 cm., ink and parchment,
657-690 C.E. or 700-730 C.E., Sana’a (Yemen), Dār al-Makhṭūṭat al-Yamaniyya, IN 2031.1., after Hans-Caspar Graf von Bothmer, “Architekturbilder im Koran: Eine
Prachthandschrift der Umayyadenzeit aus dem Yemen.” Pantheon 45 (1987), figure I.
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Figure 2.8. Reconstruction of the third folio, Sana’a Qur’an, after Oleg Grabar, The
Mediation of Ornament (1992), figure 128.
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Figure 2.9. Depiction of a sacred structure, Abu Garima Ethiopian Gospel, ink on
parchment, late 5th-early 6th Century C.E., Monastery of Abu Garima, Tigre, Ethiopia,
after Helen Evans, Byzantium and Islam (2012), figure 113 (photo: The Metropolitan
Museum of Art)
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Figure 2.10. Folios. 60v-61r, St. John within a church, gospel lectionary, 21.5 x 16.7 cm.,
ink on parchment, Holy Monastery of Saint Catherine, Sinai, Egypt (Arabic New Finds
Mss. 14+16). (photo: The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Figure 2.11. Engraved post-Sasanian bronze tray with image of building in the tondo,
dimensions unknown, specific provenance unknown, Iran, 6th to 7th Century C.E.
Museum für Islamische Kunst, Pergamonmuseum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, inv. I
5624, Berlin, Germany. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.12. Detail, engraved post-Sasanian bronze tray with image of building in the
tondo, Iran, dimensions unknown, specific provenance unkown, Iran, 6th to 7th Century
C.E. Museum für Islamische Kunst, Pergamonmuseum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, inv.
I 5624, Berlin, Germany (photo: author)
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Figure 2.13. Mihrab and ‘Anaza (right side, reverse face), Arab-Sasanian drachm, silver,
Damascus, 76 C.E., American Numismatic Society 1944.100.612. New York, USA.
(photo: American Numismatic Society)

Figure 2.14. Detail, ceiling of central barrel vault in main reception hall, fresco on
plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E., Zarqa Governate, Jordan. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.15. Detail of the doors, second folio, Sana’a Qur’an, originally ca. 51 x 47 cm.,
ink and parchment, 657-690 C.E. or 700-730 C.E., Sana’a (Yemen), Dār al-Makhṭūṭat alYamaniyya, IN 20-31.1. (After Hans-Caspar Graf von Bothmer, “Architekturbilder im
Koran: Eine Prachthandschrift der Umayyadenzeit aus dem Yemen.” Pantheon 45 (1987)
figure II.
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Figure 2.16. Detail of the columns, second folio, Sana’a Qur’an, originally ca. 51 x 47
cm., ink and parchment, 657-690 C.E. or 700-730 C.E., Sana’a (Yemen), Dār alMakhṭūṭat al-Yamaniyya, IN 20-31.1. (After Hans-Caspar Graf von Bothmer,
“Architekturbilder im Koran: Eine Prachthandschrift der Umayyadenzeit aus dem
Yemen.” Pantheon 45 (1987) figure II.
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Figure 2.17. Verso of the third folio (beginning of the Qur’an Sūrat al-fātiḥa), originally
ca. 51 x 47 cm., ink and parchment, 657-690 C.E. or 700-730 C.E., Dār al-Makhṭūṭat alYamaniyya, IN 20-31.1. Sana’a, Yemen.
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Figure 2.18. Ground plan, The Great Mosque of Damascus, after K.A.C. Creswell, Early
Muslim Architecture Volume 1(1969), figure 90.
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Figure 2.19. Segment of the “Barada Panel,” western arcade, Great Mosque of Damascus,
705-715 C.E. (with modern restorations), Damascus, Syria.
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Figure 2.20. Western arcade, Great Mosque of Damascus, 705-715 C.E. (with modern
restorations), Damascus, Syria.
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Figure 2.21. Segment of the “Barada Panel,” Western Arcade, Great Mosque of
Damascus, 705-715 C.E. (with modern restorations), Damascus, Syria.
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Figure 2.22. Detail, north outer frame with labeled cities of Palestine and inner frame to
the right with Nile landscape with labeled cities of Egypt, nave floor panel, Church of St.
Stephen, Umm al-Rasas, Jordan, 756 C.E., Umm al-Rasas, Jordan. (photo: author)

314

Figure 2.23. Areopolis, Gadoron, Esbun[ta] (towns along the Jordan River), mosaic floor
fragment, original location in building unknown, Church on the Acropolis at Ma’in,
Jordan, 719-20 C.E., Madaba Archaeological Park. Madaba, Jordan. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.24. Apse detail with labeled Jerusalem and Bethlehem, Basilica of San Vitale,
521-547 C.E., Ravenna, Italy. (photo: author)

Figure 2.25. Palace of Theodoric, with 6th century C.E. modifications, southern
clerestory, Basilica of Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, , 493-526 C.E. (with later additions and
modifications), Ravenna, Italy. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.26. Nave floor featuring outer frame with labeled cities of Palestine on the north
(right side) and labeled cities of Transjordan on the south (left side), inner frame with
Nile landscape and labeled cities of Egypt, Church of St. Stephen, 756 C.E., Umm alRasas, Jordan. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.27. Detail, north outer frame with labeled cities of Palestine and inner frame to
the right with Nile landscape with labeled cities of Egypt, nave floor panel, Church of St.
Stephen, Umm al-Rasas, Jordan, 756 C.E. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.28. Detail, “Barada Panel,” western arcade, Great Mosque of Damascus, 705715 C.E. (with modern restorations), Damascus, Syria.
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Figure 2.29. The Heavenly Jerusalem, apse arch (left side), mosaic, Santa Maria
Maggiore, ca. 432-440 C.E., Rome, Italy.
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Figure 2.30. North façade of the prayer hall, Great Mosque of Damascus, 705-715 C.E.
(with modern restorations), Damascus, Syria.
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Figure 2.31. Western arcade with view of the ‘treasury’, Great Mosque of Damascus,
705-715 C.E. (with modern restorations). Damascus, Syria.
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Figure 2.32. View of inner octagonal arcade, The Dome of the Rock, ca. 691-692 C.E.
(with subsequent additions and modifications), Jerusalem.

323

Figure 2.33. Plan of the inner octagonal arcade, The Dome of the Rock (arrows indicate
direction of inscription), after Marcus Milwright, The Dome of the Rock and Its Umayyad
Era Inscriptions (2016), figure. 2.18.
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Figure 2.34. Northeast side, inner octagonal arcade, The Dome of the Rock, ca. 691-692
C.E. (with subsequent additions and modifications), Jerusalem.
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Figure 2.35. Sketch of the beginning of the outer-face inscription on the inner octagonal
arcade, The Dome of the Rock, After Marcus Milwright The Dome of the Rock and Its
Umayyad Era Inscriptions (2016), figure 5.1.

Figure 2.36. Ground plan, Church of the Kathisma, ca. 456 C.E. Jerusalem, Israel
Antiquities Authority.
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Figure 2.37. Ground plan, Church of the Holy Sepulcher, ca. 348 C.E., Jerusalem, after
Virgilio C. Corbo, Il Santo Sepolcro di Gerusalemme: Aspetti archeologici dale origini al
period crociato, 3 vols., Studium Biblicum Franciscanum: Collectio Maior 29
[Jerusalem, 1981-82], vol. 2, plate 3.
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Figure 2.38. Ground plan, Church of the Ascension on the Mount of Olives, late 4th to
early 5th Century C.E., Jerusalem, after Virgilio C. Corbo, Ricerche archaeologiche al
Monte degli Ulivi, Publicazioni dello Studium Biblicum Franciscanum 16 [Jerusalem
1965], 149, figure 107.

Figure 2.39. Entrance to the cave, The Dome of the Rock, ca. 691-692 C.E. (with
subsequent additions and modifications), Jerusalem.
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Figure 2.40. Cave interior, The Dome of the Rock, ca. 691-692 C.E. (with subsequent
additions and modifications), Jerusalem.
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Figure 2.41. Flat mihrab in the cave of The Dome of the Rock, carved marble, with onyx
stone disk, and inscription on arch ‘cross-beam’ “lā ilāha illā Allāh Muḥammad rasūl
Allāh” (there is no God but God Muhammad is the prophet of God), 9th to 10th Century
C.E., Jerusalem.
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Figure 2.42. Concave mihrab in the cave, carved marble, The Dome of the Rock, 11th
Century C.E., Jerusalem.
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Figure 2.43. Detail of black stone disk, flat mihrab in the cave of The Dome of the Rock,
9th to 10th Century C.E., stone disk, onyx (ca. 691-92 C.E.), Jerusalem.
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Figure 2.44. Central arch, northern side, inner octagonal arcade, The Dome of the Rock, ,
ca. 691-692 C.E. (with subsequent additions and modifications), Jerusalem. after Oleg
Grabar, The Shape of the Holy (1996), figure. 46.
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Figure 2.45. Inner face of the Northern Side of the Inner Octagonal Arcade, The Dome of
the Rock, Jerusalem, ca. 691-692 C.E. (with subsequent additions and modifications),
Jerusalem. after Oleg Grabar, The Shape of the Holy (1996), figure. 46.

Figure 2.46. Ground plan of the Dome of the Rock (with numbers added by author
indicating the number of rays of the stars above each of the arches on the inner face of the
inner octagonal arcade). (plan source: Archnet)
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Figure 2.47. Mshatta Façade, 5.07m. x 33 m., carved limestone, 743-744 C.E., Museum
für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin. Berlin, Germany. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.48. Digital reconstruction of the planned site before interruption of construction
and change of patrons, Mshatta, After Perlich et al., Qasr al-Mschatta: Ein
Frühislamischer Palast in Jordanien und Berlin (2016), figure. 256.

Figure 2.49. Outer eastern entrance façade, stucco, Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi, 724-27 C.E.
(reconstructed with original elements), National Museum Damascus. Damascus, Syria.
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Figure 2.50. Ground plan, Mshatta Façade, after Bruno Schultz, Jahrbuch Preußischen
Kunstsammlungen 25/4, 1904. Plate 4.
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Figure 2.51. Left-most triangle, Mshatta Façade, 5.07m. x 33 m., carved limestone, 743744 C.E., Museum für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin. Berlin,
Germany.(photo: author)

Figure 2.52. Detail, fourth triangle, Mshatta Façade, 5.07m. x 33 m., carved limestone,
743-744 C.E., Museum für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin. Berlin,
Germany. (photo: author)

338

Figure 2.53. Detail, just left of the left-side protrusion, Mshatta Façade, 5.07m. x 33 m.,
carved limestone, 743-744 C.E., Museum für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen
zu Berlin. Berlin, Germany. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.54. Left-side protrusion, Mshatta Façade, 5.07m. x 33 m., carved limestone,
743-744 C.E., Museum für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin. Berlin,
Germany. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.55. Right-side protrusion, Mshatta Façade, 5.07m. x 33 m., carved limestone,
743-744 C.E., Museum für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin. Berlin,
Germany. (photo: author)

Figure. 2.56. Façade east of the entrance, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th triangles, black and white
photograph, Eugène Germer-Durand, late 19th century, after Creswell, Early Muslim
Architecture Volume 1 Part 2, (1969), Plate 135d.
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Figure 2.57. Mshatta Façade, 5.07m. x 33 m., carved limestone, 743-744 C.E., Museum
für Islamische Kunst der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin. Berlin, Germany. (photo: author)

Figure 2.58. Mshatta Façade, carved limestone,743-744 C.E., Amman Governate, Jordan.
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Figure 2.59. Chain with cone, carved limestone, Khirbat al-Mafjar, mid 8th Century C.E.,
The Rockefeller Museum, Jerusalem. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.60. Engaged figural sculpture atop a dome squinch or pendentive for the
entrance complex to the reception hall (reassembled with original and modern elements),
stucco, Khirbat al-Mafjar, mid 8th Century C.E., The Rockefeller Museum, Jerusalem.
(photo: author)
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Figure 2.61. Sculpture fragments, stucco, Khirbat al-Mafjar, mid 8th Century C.E., The
Rockefeller Museum, Jerusalem. (photo: author)
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Figure 2.62. Figural sculpture fragment of armed figure in ‘Roman’ military costume,
stucco with pigments preserved, Khirbat al-Mafjar, mid 8th Century C.E., The
Rockefeller Museum, Jerusalem. (photo: author)

Figure 2.63. Dome center from diwan, stucco, Khirbat al-Mafjar, mid 8th Century C.E.,
(reassembled with original and modern elements), The Rockefeller Museum, Jerusalem.
(photo: author)
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Figure 2.64. Composite ground plan of the bath reception area with superimposed mosaic
floors, after Taha and Whitcomb, The Mosaics of Khirbet el-Mafjar (2015), no figure
number, page 4.
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Figure 2.65. Lion-gazelle mosaic, apse of diwan, Khirbat al-Mafjar, mid 8th Century C.E.
after Taha and Whitcomb, The Mosaics of Khirbet el-Mafjar (2015) figure B1.
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Figure 2.66. Ground plan, bath and reception hall on northern side, Khirbat al-Mafjar,
mid 8th Century C.E. (plan source: Archnet)
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Figure 2.67. Claes Oldenburg, Interior of The Store, 107 E. 2nd Street, New York,
December 1961. After Foster et al., Art Since 1900 Volume 2 (2004), no figure number,
page 521.
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Figure 2.68. Ground plan and isometric rendering of the Qusayr ‘Amra Bathhouse, after
A.J. Jaussen and R. Savignac, Mission archéologique en Arabie III Les Châteaux Arabes
de Qeseir ‘Amra, Haraneh et Tuba (1922). No figure number.
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Figure 2.69. Female bather in architectural environment with audience, western wall of
the western section of the main hall, fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E.,
Zarqa Governate, Jordan.
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Figure 2.70. Detail of the female bather, attendant and onlookers, Western wall of the
western section of the main hall, fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E., Zarqa
Governate, Jordan.
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Figure 2.71. Detail of the onlookers, western wall of the western section of the main hall,
fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E., Zarqa Governate, Jordan.
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Figure 2.72. Southern and western walls of main audience hall, reclining prince on the
left, the ‘six kings’ on the right, fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E., Zarqa
Governate, Jordan.
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Figure 2.73. Western section of the main hall showing the southern and western walls,
fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E., Zarqa Governate, Jordan.

Figure 2.74. Foundation inscription, top of the southern wall of the western section of the
main hall, fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E., Zarqa Governate, Jordan.
(Translation: Oh God, make virtuous al-Walid b. Yazid thanks to the virtue of… have
him join pious men. Surround him with the sweetness of kinship, Oh protector of worlds
and … for his eternal community… religion on the day of… group of….)
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Figure 2.75. Detail, lower portion of southern wall of the western section of the main
hall, scole with faux patterned marble revetment, fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723743 C.E., Zarqa Governate, Jordan.
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Figure 3.1. Detail of the Knife and Fruit Mosaic, Khirbat al-Mafjar, mid 8th Century
C.E., Jericho, West Bank, after Taha and Whitcomb, The Mosaics of Khirbet el-Mafjar
(2015) figure B1.
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Figure 3.2. Ground Plan with enumerated mosaic panels, Khirbat al-Mafjar Reception
Hall (after Hamilton, Khirbat al-Mafjar (1959), figure 258.
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Figure 3.3. Full view of ‘Apse V,’ Reception Hall, Khirbat al-Mafjar, Mid Eighth
Century C.E., Jericho, West Bank, after Taha and Whitcomb, The Mosaics of Khirbet elMafjar (2015) figure N4.

360

Figure 3.4. Reconstruction of the Semi-Dome of Apse V, Khirbat al-Mafjar, after
Hamilton, Khirbat al-Mafjar (1959), figure 49a.
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Figure 3.5. View of the inner side of the octagonal arcade from ground level, The Dome
of the Rock, ca. 691-692 C.E. (with subsequent additions and modifications), Jerusalem.
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Figure 3.6. Orans drachm, silver, Kufa, 75 A.H. (694 C.E.), Ashmolean Museum,
Oxford, U.K. (photo: Ashmolean Museum)
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Figure 3.7. “Yazdgard III,” posthumous, drahm, silver, Sijistan, 20 YE (immobilized
date, ca. 41 A.H. (ca. 651-661 C.E.)), Oriental Coin Cabinet Jena, inv. No. 304-C04.
Jena, Germany.

Figure 3.8. ‘Abdallah b. Amir b. Kurayz (governor of Basra prefecture), drahm, silver,
Fasa in Darabjird district, 43 A.H. (immobilized date, ca. 43-47 A.H./663-668 C.E.,
Oriental Coin Cabinet Jena, inv. No. 2005-15-002. Jena, Germany.
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Figure 3.9. Standing Caliph, Dinar, Gold, Damascus (?), 697 C.E.. Ashmolean Museum,
HCR 6573. Oxford, UK. (photo: Ashmolean Museum)

Figure 3.10. Anonymous, dīnār, gold, without mint (Damascus?), year 113 H (731-732
CE), University of Pennsylvania Museum (photo: author)
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Figure 3.11. Standing Caliph atop a pair of lions, stucco with pigments preserved,
Khirbat al-Mafjar, mid 8th Century C.E., The Rockefeller Museum, Jerusalem. (photo:
author)
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Figure 3.12. Reclining figure and attendants, southern wall of western side of the main
hall, fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E., Zarqa Governate, Jordan.
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Figure 3.13. Detail of reclining figure and attendants, southern wall of western side of the
main hall, fresco on plaster, Qusayr ‘Amra, 723-743 C.E., Zarqa Governate, Jordan.

Figure 3.14. Marwan Tiraz, woven rosette pattern with embroidered tiraz inscription
(fragmentary), samite, silk, Iran or Iraq, , embroidery, split stich, silk, Umayyad period
(reign of Marwan II (744-50), various fragments and dimensions, from multiple
institutions.
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Figure 3.15. View from Apse V to the reception hall main entrance, Khirbat al-Mafjar,
mid 8th century C.E., Jericho, West Bank, after Taha and Whitcomb, The Mosaics of
Khirbet el-Mafjar (2015), no figure number, page 27.

369

Figure 3.16. Top-down view of central mosaic composition, main reception hall, Khirbat
al-Mafjar, mid 8th century C.E., Jericho, West Bank, after Taha and Whitcomb, The
Mosaics of Khirbet el-Mafjar (2015), figure A1.
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Figure 3.17. Restored perspectival view of the diwan interior, Khirbat al-Mafjar, after
Robert Hamilton, Khirbat al-Mafjar (1959), figure 26.

371

Figure 3.18. Inferred long section of the diwan looking west, Khirbat al-Mafjar, after
Robert Hamilton, Khirbat al-Mafjar (1959), figure 25.
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Figure 3.19. View from the upper left side of the apse of the diwan, Khirbat al-Mafjar,
mid 8th century C.E., Jericho, West Bank.
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Figure 3.20. Roundels with birds, first triangle on the left side of the façade, Mshatta
Façade, 5.07m. x 33 m., carved limestone, 743-744 C.E., Museum für Islamische Kunst
der Staatlichen Museen zu Berlin. Berlin, Germany. (photo: author)
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Figure 3.21. Detail, kaftan with senmurvs in pearl roundels, Iran, Early 9th Century,
Samite, silk, L. 140 cm, The State Hermitage Museum, 6584, St. Petersburg Russia.
(photo: The State Hermitage Museum)
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Figure 3.22. Block with one half of a rosette from the three-arched façade with preserved
red pigmentation, carved limestone, Mshatta, 743-744 C.E., Amman Governate, Jordan.
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Figure 3.23. King Khusro II wearing robe with senmurvs, Taq-i Bustan, carved rock
monument, Iran Sasanian Dynasty, 591-628, reconstruction sketch, after Louise Mackie,
Symbols of Power (2015), figure 2.8.
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Figure 3.24. Detail of entrance complex, digital reconstruction of the planned site before
interruption of construction and change of patrons, Mshatta, After Perlich et al., Qasr alMschatta: Ein Frühislamischer Palast in Jordanien und Berlin (2016), figure. 256.
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